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The oldest person 
ever documented 
is Madame Jeanne 

Calment, of France, 
who was 122  

when she died on 
Aug. 4, 1997. 

SOURCE: NEW YORK TIMES

Centenarians are  
now the fastest 

growing specific age 
group in the world.   

SOURCE: STATISTICS UK

Canada has 4,635 
centenarians. In 1996, 

there were 3,100, a  
50 per cent increase 

in 10 years. 
SOURCE: CENSUS CANADA

Grey hair is a 
glorious crown; it is 
found in the way of 

righteousness.
SOURCE: PROVERBS 16:31

Average life 
expectancy in 

Canada continues  
to rise, reaching  

80.4 years in 2008.  
It was 64.5 in 1945.
SOURCE: STATISTICS CANADA

ZOOMERIST
 

D ADVOCATE.

I’M STILL SERVING 
THE SAME GANG 

AND APPEAR TO BE 
THE ONLY ONE WHO 

NOTICED THAT 
THOSE SAME 

PEOPLE WHO WERE 
THEN YOUNG ARE 

TODAY NOT

celebrated! �at’s why my word, 
Zoomer, has taken hold and why 
people are taking our views 
seriously. We’ve caught the moment.

Q: Where are you getting the 
greatest resistance to your New 
Vision of Aging?      
A: Sadly, we see some seniors have 
as much di�culty shaking o� old 
attitudes and prejudicial language as 
younger people. When we decided to 
change the magazine’s name [from 
CARP to Zoomer], we heard from 
this constituency. We heard that the 
new magazine was too glossy, too 
heavy, had too much in it and 
carried too much advertising.  We 
understand that you have to sell a 

few ads to pay the bills, they seemed 
to say but, God forbid, we wouldn’t 
want you to be too successful.

Q: You don’t sound surprised to 
�nd yourself in this position, 
�ghting this particular �ght.
A: I’m not. In the late 1990s, I 
prepared an application to the CRTC 
for a service called ZoomerTV. �ey 
turned me down.  I argued that what 
had made the Boomers important was 
not that they were young but that they 
were a uniquely large generation, the 
biggest ever.  If they were dominant 
then (because they were large) then 
surely, they must remain dominant 
still, now and tomorrow, because 
they’re still the largest (and the longest 
lived).  And I guess I should say “we”, 
not “they”, because they is me.

Q: Is that important?
A: Ask any artist. You speak your best 
truth out of your own experience. I 
bring forward the new.  �at’s always 
been my contribution.  By now I know 
the �rst guy through the door takes 
some blows.  But that’s ok.  I never 
give up.  Because the best way to keep 
going is to keep going.

Q: Let me see if I have this right. 
�e man who once gave us Citytv, 
Muchmusic and the Youth Culture  
is trying to do the same thing for 
the older contingent. How can that 
be credible? Why should older 
Canadians trust you?
A: �e suggestion in that question is 
that somehow I’ve gone over to the 
“other side”; that because I used to 
serve Youth so well, I can only now 
serve Age cynically. But the way I see 
it, I’m still serving the same gang and 
appear to be the only one who 
noticed that those same people who 
were then young are today not. Of 
course the media I o�ered were 
youthful, because my people, the 
Boomers, were youthful at the time. 
But even then, I was already asking 
myself what happens when we all 
grow up?

Q: So you still contend that the 
marketing involved here isn’t 
cynical?
A: You know, you can’t really make 
marketing work for long without an 
underlying truth. �e truth is that the 
Western World is aging rapidly and 
the rest of the planet will follow soon 
enough. It’s my view that this new 
found longevity is not a “problem” to 
be “managed” but good news to be 

 



6

© 
TH

E N
EW

 Y
O

RK
ER

 C
O

LL
EC

TI
O

N 
20

00
 JA

CK
 Z

IEG
LE

R 
FR

O
M

 C
AR

TO
O

NB
AN

K.
CO

M
. A

LL
 R

IG
HT

S 
RE

SE
RV

ED
.

In December of 1962, Hugh Hefner, the 
founder of Playboy magazine, embarked 
on a monthly series of essays which he 
called -
ies lasted 25 issues, just over two years, 
and to read the pieces today is a revela-

interminable enough to make you won-
der if the guy with the satin bathrobe 
and the pipe had any sense of humour at 

Philosophy had a clear historic ambition 
that it pursued with considerable suc-
cess: to break what he considered to be 
the last taboo of his day — sex. 

Half a century later, a new philosophy 
is required, because of a new last taboo. 

longer sex — but age and aging. Aging 
is sex for the new millennium, the  
topic we don’t discuss openly, the thing 
that happens to other people behind 
closed doors. In deference to this last 
taboo, people of age have been denied 
their right (our right!) in the popular 
mindset to sensuality, to adventure, 
to any unconventionality that can’t be 
smiled at fondly by a condescending 
universe. Older people today aren’t “al-
lowed” to be dangerously irreverent, 

or, most scandalous of all, controlling 
agents in our own decline and death. 
Like Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, we 
have become an invisible demographic. 

Everyman, older people today “don’t get 
no respect.”

Historically, the opposite held true. In 
his book History of Old Age: From An-
tiquity to the Renaissance, the French 
historian Georges Minois notes that, in 
many ancient societies, “Old age [was 
considered] wisdom” and that, espe-
cially among people with oral traditions, 
the role of the old person was regarded 
as “the clan’s memory ... its educator 
and judge.” A traditional African motto 
states, “When an old man dies, a library 
burns down.” And the Krighiz, an an-
cient Afghani tribe, had a saying: “As 
one declines in strength, one increases 
in wisdom.” 

Biblical and classical voices concur. 

to Moses in the Book of Exodus, “Hon-
our your father and your mother” is es-
sentially an instruction to respect our 
Elders, the society members most likely 
to teach essential lessons. (It’s interest-

Commandments, Moses’ transformation 
from rash young man to wise leader is 
represented by Charlton Heston’s famous 
sudden acquisition of white hair and a 
beard.) “Understanding,” King Solomon 
later wrote, “is grey hair.” Homer, author 
of the Iliad and the Odyssey, noted, “In 
youth and beauty, wisdom is but rare!” 
implying that in age and seasoned looks, 

endorsements kept coming — Marcus 
Tullius Cicero, 33 BC: “An honoured 
old age has so great authority, that this 
is of more value than all the pleasure of 
youth”; Dante Alighieri, AD 1300: “It is 
right at this [advanced] age that a man’s 
judgments and authority should be a 
light and a law to others”; Leonardo da 
Vinci, circa AD 1500: “Old age has wis-

not only the wisdom of older people but 
-

ing to the anthropologist Louis-Vincent 
1, the older person “was the best 

mediator between this world and the 
next.” In the Western religions, God is 
almost always old. 

So what changed? How has old age 
come to lose so much status today? One 
possible answer is rarity. Part of the his-
torical appeal of the older person was 
simple numerical uniqueness. A famous 
examination of 187 prehistoric skulls 
in the mid-20th century 2 showed that 
only three of them belonged to people 

these prehistoric old men,” says Minois, 
-

poraries felt that the ability to survive 
for so long was an extraordinary phe-

H  
A  

BY

PHILOSOPHY
ZOOMER

1 Anthropologie de la mort (Payot, 1975), p. 362.
2  La Vieillesse, problème d'aujourd'hui (Groupe 
Lyonnais d'Études Medicales, SPES, Paris 1961).

CHAPTER 1
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nomenon that couldn’t be completely 
natural.” Even in the late 19th century, 
the elderly were still the exception to the 
demographic rule. When Otto von Bis-
marck, the chancellor of Prussia, created 

1889 (not so much out of compassion 

socialist movement, which was agitat-
ing for reform), he chose 70 as the age 

people ever reached it.3 Today, with the 
massive baby boom generation reaching 
its 60s, numerical distinction isn’t a card 
older people can play any longer. 

We can no longer trade rarity for es-
teem. Nor, in a technological era, can we 
parlay our status as society’s collective 
memory into respect. Books, libraries 

of that.
-

and more personal than technology. 

is producing the largest generation of 
older people to ever populate Canada 
and the planet also produced the lar-
gest young demographic in history in 
the ’50s, ’60s and ’70s.4
people! 

even more potent by the decrease in the 
number of adults around at the time, a 
result of the horrendous combat losses 
and social attrition of the Second World 

War. And, what those young people saw 
when they looked at what their parents 
and grandparents had wrought, was an 
abattoir: a century of war and gruesome 
slaughter, the rise of totalitarianisms, 
the advent of nuclear weapons and the 
greatest single atrocity ever visited by 
one powerful group of people on an-
other defenceless group of people in 
modern times. 

number and conviction by the events of 
the ’30s and ’40s, were helpless to con-
trol them. Starting with the folk-protest 
movement of the late ’50s, the Civil 
Rights and Quiet Revolution move-
ments of the ’60s and the rise of rock 
and roll, the Baby Boomers created 
themselves as a counterculture of com-
mercialized rebellion, featuring popular 
culture rejection of the old and celebra-
tion of the young. Heeding the words of 
Jerry Rubin — “Don’t trust anyone over 
30” — Boomers began to deride age: to 
be old wasn’t to be wise but to be obtuse 
and obsolete, as Dylan suggested in 

. So much so, 

before I get old” in a song that became 
an anthem for “My Generation.”5

As the ’70s melted into the ’80s and 

Boomers grew into adulthood and 
moved into the workforce, they took 
the cult of youth with them. Suddenly, 
youth was the only relevant demo-
graphic. Where once suaveness and sex 
were the province of adults, now hot and 
cool were both youth-oriented; and to 
be either, you had to be or look or act 
young. In 1970, nine of the top 10 box-

one was for kids; by 2003, the ratio was 
reversed. Arguably, the most dubious 
residue of the post-war marketing revo-
lution was the institutionalization of 
teens, 18- to 35-year-old men and 18- to 
49-year-old women as the only “desir-
able” demographics.6  

And then one morning in 2006, Bob 
Dylan woke up, and he was 65 years old. 

As people of age, we have inherited the 

conviction, the chutzpa, to tear down 
the taboo against age that we ourselves 
helped construct? We’re in a unique 

numerous, educated and wealthy with-
out precedent; and for an “older” demo-
graphic, still relatively young. We are 
unlike any older generation who ever 
lived. Our strengths are formidable.

But our Achilles heel is our own lin-
gering prejudice against age. To launch a 
real “aging” revolution, we have to 
change not only how the world feels 
about us but how we feel about our-
selves. It’s time to create a new story for 
ourselves, to invent a New Old, a new 
word for Boomers with Zip — and a 
new philosophy to go with it.   

3 A persistent myth claims that Bismarck set 65 
as the classic retirement age because that was 
his own age at the time. In fact, he chose 70, 
and he himself was 74. 
4 Between 1946 and 1976, the population of 
Canada, which had been relatively static for the 
previous 30 years, doubled from approximately 
12 million to 24. million.

5  If you want a laugh, check out the U.K. 
Zoomer group called The Zimmers singing 
“My Generation” complete with the 
smashing of instruments. www.youtube.com/
watch?v=zqfFrCUrEbY.

6  I speak with some authority here, having 
created some of the signature youth channels 
of the era: CityTV, MuchMusic, Space, etc. 

“
”
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One of the gospels of our new century is 
that, since Sept. 11, a new global conflict 
has risen to replace the Cold War as the 
prime geopolitical struggle of our time. 
This conflict has been variously de-
scribed as a Clash of Civilizations; a 
struggle between East and West, Dem-
ocracy and Tyranny, Religion and the 
Secular, the Past (medieval) and the 
Present (the progressive). All these pair-
ings contain elements of truth, but none 
ring as fundamentally true, to me, as the 
tandem that has up to now been largely 
ignored, and that is: the Generational. 
Maybe the real war, already visible to-
day, is between Youth and Age.

To examine the “youth” side of the 
equation, we need only look to the Mid-
dle East, the Asian subcontinent, South-
east Asia and large parts of Africa. In 

virtually all countries in these regions of 
the developing world, youth represent 
by far the largest segment of the popula-
tion. The median age in Iran is 27; in 
India 25.3; Egypt 24.8; East Timor 21.8; 
Syria 21.7; Saudi Arabia 21.6; Pakistan 
20.8; Rwanda 18.7; Afghanistan 17.6; 
and Uganda 15. 

Young people in these countries share 
more than numbers. Due to a conflu-
ence of cultural, economic and political 
forces, they tend also, often, to be unem-
ployed, politically disaffected, sexually 
repressed and (though not always) un-
educated. In our western world, popular 
music and music video, movies, TV and 
the Internet have traditionally provided 
an outlet for the restlessness of teenagers 
and 20-somethings (the classic “sex, 
drugs and rock ’n’ roll”). But in much  
of the developing world, particularly  
where religious fundamentalism pre-
vails, young people aren’t allowed to 
date or speak to members of the oppos-
ite sex who aren’t related to them or take 
in music or TV or modern media, all of 
which are considered Satanic.1 As a re-
sult, there is in these regions an enor-
mous, dangerously volatile stew of de-
sire and impotence, which, in turn, 
makes these impressionable youths 
easy marks for ideologues and fanatics. 

It’s a shame that Freud is out of fash-
ion these days because here, surely, is a 
situation that validates his approach to 
what makes humans tick. Denied the 
normal outlets of fantasy and virtual 
aggression, of dating and dancing, of 

catharsis through action movies (and 
even porn), they embrace the only out-
let left, which is horrific violence. What, 
after all, is blowing yourself up if not one 
large, final orgasm? After which, like a 
rock star, you not only get the proverbial  
72 virgins in paradise but you get your 
picture in the paper, your close-up  
plastered on posters all over town and 
your family lionized. You achieve what 
every teenager watching American Idol 
dreams of: fame. 

Our demographically tainted lan-
guage predisposes us to think that 
young is good and old is bad. Old means 
mistakes and cynicism; young suggests 
idealism and the promise of something 
new. In fact, an argument can be made 
that young has also been reckless, stu-
pid and ultra-destructive. The Cultural 
Revolution in China, a national and hu-
man catastrophe that ravaged that coun-
try between 1966 and 1976, was hijacked 
by kids. The Tamil Tigers and various 
African insurgencies2 are notorious 
for recruiting child soldiers, who com-
mit atrocities. In her 2004 monograph, 
Female Suicide Bombers, Debra D. Ze-
dalis, a civilian analyst associated with 
the U.S. Army War College in Carlisle, 
Penn., writes that the only thing all ex-
perts in her field seem able to agree on 
is that “suicide bombers are primarily 
young people.” She adds, “The positive 
attitudes toward political violence al-
ready well entrenched in persons under 
17 years of age (14.5 per cent) actually 
increases in the population up to the 
age of 24 (14.9 per cent) and decreases 
thereafter (six per cent at 64). Accord-
ing to Israeli researchers, the average age 

of the suicide bombers they see has 
declined from 22 in the 1990s to 
closer to 20 today. 

Yes, we know that the architects 
of global destruction are often mid-
dle-aged; but the human ammuni-
tion they exploit is always young. 

On the other side of the ledger, 
opposing all this roiling, agitated 
youth, is our aging Western world. 
Here are the median ages of 10 of 
the oldest countries in the de-
veloped world: Japan 44.2; Ger-
many 43.8; Italy 43.3; Hong Kong 
42.3; Finland 42.1; Greece 41.8; 
Belgium 41.7; Spain 41.1; Serbia 41; 
and Switzerland 41. (Canada, at 
40.4, doesn’t even make it into the 
top 20; the U.S., at 36.7, is a relative 
youngster.) These 10 countries are, 
please note, typically 20 years older 
than their undeveloped counter-
parts; and this gap will continue to 
grow in the next 40 years. 

Common sense suggests, and research 
consistently demonstrates, that people 
45-plus are more settled in their ways, 
less disposed to mayhem and more open 
to negotiation. In more mature societies, 
especially democratic ones, people are 
more likely to suggest talking things out 
and doing a deal.3  

They’re also more likely to be innova-
tive. In a 2005 study that challenged the 
long-held belief that creative thinkers 
and inventors do their best work when 
young, Benjamin Jones of the National 
Bureau of Economic Research dem-
onstrated that the age at which “great 
achievements in knowledge are pro-
duced” has been increasing steadily 
over the past 100 years. Jones, who used 
Nobel Prize winners as the focus of his 
research, cautions that a factor in this 
trend may be the sheer increase in the 
number of 50-year-old innovators rela-
tive to the number of 25-year-olds, due 
to the baby boom population bulge and 
increased life expectancy in general. Still, 

the result remains: as time passes, it’s 
more likely that a Nobel Prize-winning 
work or the groundbreaking techno-
logical development will come from a 
50-year-old than from a 25-year-old. 

Now, what about the war between the 
young and the old in the West itself? Is 
there a conflict here? Call it a skirmish. 
Our young people comprise a much 
smaller percentage of the population 
than their Second and Third World 
peers, but they’ve still managed to pro-
duce some generational tension in our 
culture in the form of a complaint about 
baby boomers that by now has become 
something of a cliché. “You’re an over-
bearing avalanche of a generation,” the 
complaint runs. “You’ve drowned us 
out long enough. Your culture is every-
where, and you won’t retire! Not fair! 
You’ve had your turn; now, get out of 
the way. It’s the natural order of things. 
It’s God’s will.” To which I reply: three 
hundred years ago, it would have been 
“God’s will” that I should die at age 30; 
two hundred years ago, at 40; a hundred 
years ago, at 50. Today, it’s 80. In other 
words, God’s genius and gift has been to 
give us the brains to challenge the status 
quo. If we’re healthy, we all want to live 
forever. Besides, what would the young 
have us do — take a pill and slink meek-

ly off into that night? Be serious. 
As boomers and Zoomers, we’ve 

no doubt been guilty of hubris, 
sometimes arrogant and obnox-
ious in our self-absorbed search 
for self-actualization. But as a 
generation, we’ve also hustled  
and produced. We’ve affected the 
world. The cultural stars young 
people revere today are, as often 
as not, holdovers from our era. 
Our stars were larger than life; to-
day’s culture heroes, Judd Apatow 
or Seth Rogen, are 40-year-old 
virgins, nerds adrift, sloppy, aim-
less guys who can’t get a date. Or 
else they are Paris Hilton /Lindsay 
Lohan-style airheads. 

Any arrows of blame for this 
phenomenon, though, have to be 
aimed at us as well. As baby boom 
parents, we opted to have smaller 
families and then, well meaning 

or not, we infantilized those kids, creat-
ing a hybrid group of gen-Xers, gen-Ys 
and millennials with a split legacy. On 
the one hand, they’re the ultimate post-
war children of plenty; on the other, 
heirs to an undeniable uncertainty about 
their occupational futures: an uncer-
tainty most of us didn’t have to bear. The 
recent economic meltdown demon-
strates that. We do bear some respon-
sibility for their plight — which, of 
course, is what happens in family  
squabbles. Generations are families writ 
large; things are intertwined in both  
in inextricable ways, and there’s always 
enough guilt to go around.

In any war, it’s de rigueur to consign 
the enemy to hell. It can even be exhila-
rating. But in the War of the Ages, we’re 
all complicit. We can proceed as two 
solitudes and widen the fault lines  
of disaffection in the world, or we can 
find common ground in the message  
of another cliché: we need each other;  
hell, we’re related to each other. I’m talk-
ing about a December/May arranged 
marriage here, a match made by Dar-
win. There isn’t a more important social 
and political alliance on Earth today 
than the meeting of age and youth. The 
only question is: who calls who for the 
first date?  

chapter two
The Real Clash of 

CivilizaTions:
YouTh veRsus age  
by moses Znaimer

>the zoomer

1The gamut of youth-directed repression 
runs from an october 2005 edict issued  
by Iran’s nutbar president mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad, banning all Western music 
on state broadcast outlets, to an 
unmarried 18-year-old girl being publicly 
flogged this past spring in matta,  
Pakistan, because she was seen emerging 
from a home with “a guy who wasn’t 
her husband.”

2Somalia’s Islamic terrorist group al-
Shabaab (which means “The Youth” in 
Arabic) is a prime example. Al-Shabaab 
is known for suicide bombings as well 
as the fact that it continues its terrorist 
movement despite the death of its original 
— and senior — leader.

3However, “In the war between those 
who desire death and those who treasure 
their rrSPs and rIFFs, the outcome is 
predictable.” (Tarek Fatah, national Post, 
Sept. 17, 2009)

> coming next month … The Zoomer philosophy chapTer 3: sex comes of age
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“Two Stones tickets, please, senior discount.”

“On average, a woman lives seven years  
longer than a man. So, when I’m 80,  

I’m having a sex change.”
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One of the gospels of our new century is 
that, since Sept. 11, a new global conflict 
has risen to replace the Cold War as the 
prime geopolitical struggle of our time. 
This conflict has been variously de-
scribed as a Clash of Civilizations; a 
struggle between East and West, Dem-
ocracy and Tyranny, Religion and the 
Secular, the Past (medieval) and the 
Present (the progressive). All these pair-
ings contain elements of truth, but none 
ring as fundamentally true, to me, as the 
tandem that has up to now been largely 
ignored, and that is: the Generational. 
Maybe the real war, already visible to-
day, is between Youth and Age.

To examine the “youth” side of the 
equation, we need only look to the Mid-
dle East, the Asian subcontinent, South-
east Asia and large parts of Africa. In 

virtually all countries in these regions of 
the developing world, youth represent 
by far the largest segment of the popula-
tion. The median age in Iran is 27; in 
India 25.3; Egypt 24.8; East Timor 21.8; 
Syria 21.7; Saudi Arabia 21.6; Pakistan 
20.8; Rwanda 18.7; Afghanistan 17.6; 
and Uganda 15. 

Young people in these countries share 
more than numbers. Due to a conflu-
ence of cultural, economic and political 
forces, they tend also, often, to be unem-
ployed, politically disaffected, sexually 
repressed and (though not always) un-
educated. In our western world, popular 
music and music video, movies, TV and 
the Internet have traditionally provided 
an outlet for the restlessness of teenagers 
and 20-somethings (the classic “sex, 
drugs and rock ’n’ roll”). But in much  
of the developing world, particularly  
where religious fundamentalism pre-
vails, young people aren’t allowed to 
date or speak to members of the oppos-
ite sex who aren’t related to them or take 
in music or TV or modern media, all of 
which are considered Satanic.1 As a re-
sult, there is in these regions an enor-
mous, dangerously volatile stew of de-
sire and impotence, which, in turn, 
makes these impressionable youths 
easy marks for ideologues and fanatics. 

It’s a shame that Freud is out of fash-
ion these days because here, surely, is a 
situation that validates his approach to 
what makes humans tick. Denied the 
normal outlets of fantasy and virtual 
aggression, of dating and dancing, of 

catharsis through action movies (and 
even porn), they embrace the only out-
let left, which is horrific violence. What, 
after all, is blowing yourself up if not one 
large, final orgasm? After which, like a 
rock star, you not only get the proverbial  
72 virgins in paradise but you get your 
picture in the paper, your close-up  
plastered on posters all over town and 
your family lionized. You achieve what 
every teenager watching American Idol 
dreams of: fame. 

Our demographically tainted lan-
guage predisposes us to think that 
young is good and old is bad. Old means 
mistakes and cynicism; young suggests 
idealism and the promise of something 
new. In fact, an argument can be made 
that young has also been reckless, stu-
pid and ultra-destructive. The Cultural 
Revolution in China, a national and hu-
man catastrophe that ravaged that coun-
try between 1966 and 1976, was hijacked 
by kids. The Tamil Tigers and various 
African insurgencies2 are notorious 
for recruiting child soldiers, who com-
mit atrocities. In her 2004 monograph, 
Female Suicide Bombers, Debra D. Ze-
dalis, a civilian analyst associated with 
the U.S. Army War College in Carlisle, 
Penn., writes that the only thing all ex-
perts in her field seem able to agree on 
is that “suicide bombers are primarily 
young people.” She adds, “The positive 
attitudes toward political violence al-
ready well entrenched in persons under 
17 years of age (14.5 per cent) actually 
increases in the population up to the 
age of 24 (14.9 per cent) and decreases 
thereafter (six per cent at 64). Accord-
ing to Israeli researchers, the average age 

of the suicide bombers they see has 
declined from 22 in the 1990s to 
closer to 20 today. 

Yes, we know that the architects 
of global destruction are often mid-
dle-aged; but the human ammuni-
tion they exploit is always young. 

On the other side of the ledger, 
opposing all this roiling, agitated 
youth, is our aging Western world. 
Here are the median ages of 10 of 
the oldest countries in the de-
veloped world: Japan 44.2; Ger-
many 43.8; Italy 43.3; Hong Kong 
42.3; Finland 42.1; Greece 41.8; 
Belgium 41.7; Spain 41.1; Serbia 41; 
and Switzerland 41. (Canada, at 
40.4, doesn’t even make it into the 
top 20; the U.S., at 36.7, is a relative 
youngster.) These 10 countries are, 
please note, typically 20 years older 
than their undeveloped counter-
parts; and this gap will continue to 
grow in the next 40 years. 

Common sense suggests, and research 
consistently demonstrates, that people 
45-plus are more settled in their ways, 
less disposed to mayhem and more open 
to negotiation. In more mature societies, 
especially democratic ones, people are 
more likely to suggest talking things out 
and doing a deal.3  

They’re also more likely to be innova-
tive. In a 2005 study that challenged the 
long-held belief that creative thinkers 
and inventors do their best work when 
young, Benjamin Jones of the National 
Bureau of Economic Research dem-
onstrated that the age at which “great 
achievements in knowledge are pro-
duced” has been increasing steadily 
over the past 100 years. Jones, who used 
Nobel Prize winners as the focus of his 
research, cautions that a factor in this 
trend may be the sheer increase in the 
number of 50-year-old innovators rela-
tive to the number of 25-year-olds, due 
to the baby boom population bulge and 
increased life expectancy in general. Still, 

the result remains: as time passes, it’s 
more likely that a Nobel Prize-winning 
work or the groundbreaking techno-
logical development will come from a 
50-year-old than from a 25-year-old. 

Now, what about the war between the 
young and the old in the West itself? Is 
there a conflict here? Call it a skirmish. 
Our young people comprise a much 
smaller percentage of the population 
than their Second and Third World 
peers, but they’ve still managed to pro-
duce some generational tension in our 
culture in the form of a complaint about 
baby boomers that by now has become 
something of a cliché. “You’re an over-
bearing avalanche of a generation,” the 
complaint runs. “You’ve drowned us 
out long enough. Your culture is every-
where, and you won’t retire! Not fair! 
You’ve had your turn; now, get out of 
the way. It’s the natural order of things. 
It’s God’s will.” To which I reply: three 
hundred years ago, it would have been 
“God’s will” that I should die at age 30; 
two hundred years ago, at 40; a hundred 
years ago, at 50. Today, it’s 80. In other 
words, God’s genius and gift has been to 
give us the brains to challenge the status 
quo. If we’re healthy, we all want to live 
forever. Besides, what would the young 
have us do — take a pill and slink meek-

ly off into that night? Be serious. 
As boomers and Zoomers, we’ve 

no doubt been guilty of hubris, 
sometimes arrogant and obnox-
ious in our self-absorbed search 
for self-actualization. But as a 
generation, we’ve also hustled  
and produced. We’ve affected the 
world. The cultural stars young 
people revere today are, as often 
as not, holdovers from our era. 
Our stars were larger than life; to-
day’s culture heroes, Judd Apatow 
or Seth Rogen, are 40-year-old 
virgins, nerds adrift, sloppy, aim-
less guys who can’t get a date. Or 
else they are Paris Hilton /Lindsay 
Lohan-style airheads. 

Any arrows of blame for this 
phenomenon, though, have to be 
aimed at us as well. As baby boom 
parents, we opted to have smaller 
families and then, well meaning 

or not, we infantilized those kids, creat-
ing a hybrid group of gen-Xers, gen-Ys 
and millennials with a split legacy. On 
the one hand, they’re the ultimate post-
war children of plenty; on the other, 
heirs to an undeniable uncertainty about 
their occupational futures: an uncer-
tainty most of us didn’t have to bear. The 
recent economic meltdown demon-
strates that. We do bear some respon-
sibility for their plight — which, of 
course, is what happens in family  
squabbles. Generations are families writ 
large; things are intertwined in both  
in inextricable ways, and there’s always 
enough guilt to go around.

In any war, it’s de rigueur to consign 
the enemy to hell. It can even be exhila-
rating. But in the War of the Ages, we’re 
all complicit. We can proceed as two 
solitudes and widen the fault lines  
of disaffection in the world, or we can 
find common ground in the message  
of another cliché: we need each other;  
hell, we’re related to each other. I’m talk-
ing about a December/May arranged 
marriage here, a match made by Dar-
win. There isn’t a more important social 
and political alliance on Earth today 
than the meeting of age and youth. The 
only question is: who calls who for the 
first date?  

chapter two
The Real Clash of 

CivilizaTions:
YouTh veRsus age  
by moses Znaimer

>the zoomer

1The gamut of youth-directed repression 
runs from an october 2005 edict issued  
by Iran’s nutbar president mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad, banning all Western music 
on state broadcast outlets, to an 
unmarried 18-year-old girl being publicly 
flogged this past spring in matta,  
Pakistan, because she was seen emerging 
from a home with “a guy who wasn’t 
her husband.”

2Somalia’s Islamic terrorist group al-
Shabaab (which means “The Youth” in 
Arabic) is a prime example. Al-Shabaab 
is known for suicide bombings as well 
as the fact that it continues its terrorist 
movement despite the death of its original 
— and senior — leader.

3However, “In the war between those 
who desire death and those who treasure 
their rrSPs and rIFFs, the outcome is 
predictable.” (Tarek Fatah, national Post, 
Sept. 17, 2009)

> coming next month … The Zoomer philosophy chapTer 3: sex comes of age
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“Two Stones tickets, please, senior discount.”

“On average, a woman lives seven years  
longer than a man. So, when I’m 80,  

I’m having a sex change.”

AG_ZOOMER PHILOSOPHY 6bg.indd   12-13 11/30/10   10:54:27 AM



10

ill
us

tr
at

io
n,

 n
ew

 y
or

ke
r 

ca
rt

oo
n 

by
 ro

be
rt

 m
an

ko
ff

16        zoomermag.com    |    winter 2009     

“Sex after 90 iS like Shooting  
pool with a rope”

—george BurnS, 1896-1996

“picaSSo had hiS pink period  
and hiS Blue period. i’m in  

my Blond period”
—hugh hefner, 83

when i first thought about writing The 
Zoomer Philosophy, i just assumed that 
the instalment dealing with aging and 
sex would be the most controversial. if 
the last taboo in hugh hefner’s time was 
sex and the last taboo in our time is age, 
then it follows that sex in age should now 
be the taboo of taboos: a taboo squared. 

in fact, the opposite appears to be true. 
The sexual revolution has been so suc-
cessful in extending the idea of pleasure 
as a universal right that even the stub-
born refusal to acknowledge the sexual 
urge in aging people is in retreat. The 
evidence is everywhere. type “sex and 
aging” into amazon’s search engine, and 
you get no fewer than 114 book entries. 
customers at adult stores, particularly 
the more upscale variety, are increas-
ingly older adults. according to mer-
cedes Jones, owner of the dick & Jane 
romance Boutique in richmond hill, 
ont. (voted one of the best adult prod-
uct stores in a Toronto Sun readership 
poll this year), her target demographic 
is between 45 and 65 and includes cus-
tomers in their 70s. at in-store work-
shops, the majority of her audience are 
“women over 50.” 

The two signature impediments to 
sexual activity in the aging are erectile 
dysfunction in men and vaginal dryness 
in women (not lowered libido due to 

menopause, by the way, which research 
has shown to be a myth). Both condi-
tions can now be routinely treated.1 

The two most famous hosts on the 
self-help sex circuit — dr. ruth west-
heimer and canada’s own Sue Johanson 
— had their careers take off when they 
were well into their 50s. it’s safe to say 
The Graduate’s iconic mrs. robinson, 
once the symbol for the voracious older 
woman, would today be celebrated as a 
pioneering “cougar.” 

There is one chink, though, in the wall 
of cultural acceptance for lust in later 
life: the jokes. Sex and older people are as 
much a staple in popular humour today 
as ever: sly put-downs of the incongruity 
of old people in the clutches of amour or 
vice versa. for those of us invested in a 
new Vision of aging, the jokes are a bit 
of a problem. if our message was being 
heard by the world, you’d expect a tail-
ing off of the “old-sex” put-down jokes. 
yet this clearly hasn’t happened.

The other problem with the jokes is 
that they’re really funny.

George, 85, marries Lou Anne, 25 
and beautiful, and on their wedding 
night Lou Anne decides on separate 
bedrooms to save her husband from 
overexerting himself. Shortly after she 
gets into bed, though, there’s a knock 
on the door. It’s George. He comes in, 
they have sex, everything’s fine and he 
leaves. Ten minutes later, there’s an-
other knock on the door. George again. 
They have sex again. He leaves again. 
The same thing happens three more 
times until Lou Anne, happily exhaust-
ed, is moved to comment, “George, 
I’m impressed. I’ve been with guys a 
quarter your age who could only have 
sex once.”

“You mean I was here already?” 
George says.

But the last laugh may be ours. despite 
the incongruity that pervades the jokes, 
older people today are having more sex, 
longer into their lives, than ever before. 
as early as the 1950s, alfred kinsey was 
reporting that older sexually active men 
were having sex weekly and that older 
sexually active women were experienc-
ing orgasms at a frequency that com-
pared to the rate they’d enjoyed in their 
late teens.2 a university of chicago study 
published in the New England Journal of 
Medicine in 2007 found, in a survey of 
more than 3,000 adults between ages 57 
and 85, that 50 per cent to 75 per cent 
of the total survey group had remained 
sexually active with a “significant pro-
portion engaging in frequent and varied 
sexual behaviour.” Sexual activity in-
volving residents in nursing homes has 
risen to the point where workshops are 
being given to staff instructing them in 
tact, while a major debate rages about 
the proper response from authorities 
(sex “bans” in many north american 
homes on the one hand, porn video Sat-
urday nights in a danish home on the 
other). according to employee reports, 
a lunchroom at a retirement home can 
rival a high-school cafeteria when it 
comes to drama about who might be 
paired with whom. it’s only a matter of 
time before a sitcom surfaces with the 
title Forget Bingo.

meanwhile, the sex older people are 
having today is probably the best medi-
cine available. although i’m sad to re-
port that the legendary aerobic benefit 
of sexual activity has turned out to be 
an urban myth — 30 minutes of mod-
erately vigorous sex burns only slightly 
more calories (75 to 85) than 30 minutes 
of watching tV — the other benefits of 
sex and love are real and significant. a 
1997 study done at Queen’s university 

2  
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Sex & Aging:  

the joke’S on them  
by moses Znaimer

in Belfast found that middle-aged 
and older men who reported “high 
frequencies of orgasm” had a death 
rate, in the decade during which 
the study tracked them, that was 
“half that of men who did not or-
gasm frequently.” (The first group 
enjoyed an average of 100 orgasms 
a year more than the latter.) Simi-
lar studies have shown that, for 
both genders, regular sex can sta-
tistically improve a person’s sense 
of smell, resistance to heart disease and 
ability (i.e. willingness) to lose weight 
and stay fit; reduce their susceptibility 
to depression, chronic pain, colds and 
the flu; and give them better bladder 
control and teeth. Sex for older people 
— like companionship, whose salutary 
effect on longevity has been known for a 
while — seems to be part and parcel of 
keeping the zoom in Zoomer. it’s simul-
taneously a result of good health, a mo-
tivator of good health and a metaphor 
for good health. 

and something else as well. That we 
continue to have sex as we age is proof 
for me that sex is not here simply for 
procreation. we’re not just meant to suf-
fer a flood of hormones in our youth, 
bang out some children and then devote 
ourselves to family but not to pleasure. 
if that’s all sex existed for — which is the 
trope of several of our religions — then 
with the onset of menopause for women 
and andropause for men, people would 
stop doing it. But we don’t — because in 
fact we’re meant to keep doing it; its per-
sistence is not an accident of nature but 
a part of nature’s design. in that light, the 
removal of the final stigma, the taboo of 
taboos, is another little gift from god. 
a gift that also happens to be extremely 
practical.

you can carry the argument further. 
without the pressure of procreation 
(evolution’s directive), sex for older peo-
ple is a potentially purer, more advanced 
expression of human beings’ attraction 
for each other. far from being a sexual 
afterthought, the aging segment of our 
population may be in the sexual van-
guard. research shows that the love-
making of older couples is significantly 
more leisurely than it is for younger 

ones: older men are actually more capa-
ble of maintaining erections longer than 
their younger counterparts; and older 
women are more knowledgeable about 
their partners’ bodies and their own. 

where, then, does the final taboo re-
side? it’s where most stereotypes come 
home to roost: in ourselves. we live in 
an image-dominated, youth-oriented 
culture, with sight firmly ensconced as 
the predominant sense. unless we look 
sexy, the equation runs, we don’t feel 
sexy and if we don’t feel sexy, we can’t 
imagine anyone being interested in us 
sexually. wrinkles and extra flesh, we’ve 
been drilled to believe, do not a sexy 
look create. as a result, we risk being 
turned off not by any potential partner 
but by ourselves. 

So, ultimately the greatest gift we can 
give ourselves as we age is the gift of true 
sexual liberation. not simply liberation 
from the prohibition against engag-
ing in sex but from all the restrictions 
and narrow conventions that a younger 
demographic wraps around the sexual 
experience. liberation from the rules 
of sex. perhaps no one has codified this 
idea better than nancy price freedman, 
a 70-year-old artist who wrote a col-
umn for the New York Times’ “modern 
love” section this summer, titled, “yes, 
we do. even at our age.” at one point, 
price freedman describes a situation in 
which an elderly man, visiting his ill wife 
in the hospital, draws the curtain closed 
around her bed and joins her under the 
covers, so that she can “get warm” and 
fall asleep. “That’s passion,” she writes. 
“and love. But not sex. yet sex still 
seems to be the barometer with which 
we measure an enduring marriage, and 
increasingly those of us in our golden 

years are being told that with a 
little chemical enhancement, we 
can go on having passionate sex 
for years, decades ... yet the whole 
issue of sex among older people 
distracts us from a deeper truth: 
that simple, tender intimacy is 
very important as we age, the sort 
of thing our highly sexualized, 
Viagra-pushing culture tends to 
minimize or ignore.”

tellingly, price freedman isn’t 
immune to the hype herself. recently, 
she confesses, she and her husband or-
dered a dVd set advertised in a maga-
zine for retirees that guaranteed to teach 
“creative lovemaking” and “new ideas 
for you and your spouse to enhance your 
marriage.” The dVds duly arrived in an 
unmarked package. price freedman and 
her 78-year-old husband popped the 
first one into their player and sat down 
to watch. The verdict? “we laughed at 
some parts, i fell asleep in the middle of 
the second one and i’m not sure if we 
ever looked at the third.” 

what more could any of us ask, from 
sex or any other pleasure, as we ap-
proach eternity? to indulge or abstain 
according to our inclination — and to 
laugh along the way.

Mr. Schwartz, a retiree living in 
Florida, wakes up one morning beside 
his wife, groaning in pain. “Stanley, 
what is it?” she asks. “I feel terrible,” 
he says. “I’m taking you to the doc-
tor,” she says. When they get there, 
the doctor takes Mr. Schwartz into his 
examination room; he comes out after 
10 minutes and asks Mrs. Schwartz to 
come into his office to speak privately 
for a moment, while her husband 
sits in the waiting room. In the office, 
the doctor says, “Mrs. Schwartz, I’m 
sorry to have to tell you this, but your 
husband is suffering from a very rare, 
usually fatal illness. There’s only one 
thing that can save him: a daily dose 
of oral sex. You know what oral sex is, 
Mrs. Schwartz?” “I know. Thank you, 
doctor,” says Mrs. Schwartz and walks 
back out to the waiting room.

“Stanley,” she says, “you’re gonna 
die.”        

1  with Viagra-type meds and  
silicone-based lubricants, respectively.

2 Sexual Behavior in the Human Male 
(1948) and Sexual Behavior in the Human 
Female (1953)

“You'd better ask your grandparents about  
that, son—my generation is very uncomfortable  

talking about abstinence”

> coming next issue … the Zoomer philosophy chapter 4: GrowinG up (Financially) at 60
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“Sex after 90 iS like Shooting  
pool with a rope”

—george BurnS, 1896-1996

“picaSSo had hiS pink period  
and hiS Blue period. i’m in  

my Blond period”
—hugh hefner, 83

when i first thought about writing The 
Zoomer Philosophy, i just assumed that 
the instalment dealing with aging and 
sex would be the most controversial. if 
the last taboo in hugh hefner’s time was 
sex and the last taboo in our time is age, 
then it follows that sex in age should now 
be the taboo of taboos: a taboo squared. 

in fact, the opposite appears to be true. 
The sexual revolution has been so suc-
cessful in extending the idea of pleasure 
as a universal right that even the stub-
born refusal to acknowledge the sexual 
urge in aging people is in retreat. The 
evidence is everywhere. type “sex and 
aging” into amazon’s search engine, and 
you get no fewer than 114 book entries. 
customers at adult stores, particularly 
the more upscale variety, are increas-
ingly older adults. according to mer-
cedes Jones, owner of the dick & Jane 
romance Boutique in richmond hill, 
ont. (voted one of the best adult prod-
uct stores in a Toronto Sun readership 
poll this year), her target demographic 
is between 45 and 65 and includes cus-
tomers in their 70s. at in-store work-
shops, the majority of her audience are 
“women over 50.” 

The two signature impediments to 
sexual activity in the aging are erectile 
dysfunction in men and vaginal dryness 
in women (not lowered libido due to 

menopause, by the way, which research 
has shown to be a myth). Both condi-
tions can now be routinely treated.1 

The two most famous hosts on the 
self-help sex circuit — dr. ruth west-
heimer and canada’s own Sue Johanson 
— had their careers take off when they 
were well into their 50s. it’s safe to say 
The Graduate’s iconic mrs. robinson, 
once the symbol for the voracious older 
woman, would today be celebrated as a 
pioneering “cougar.” 

There is one chink, though, in the wall 
of cultural acceptance for lust in later 
life: the jokes. Sex and older people are as 
much a staple in popular humour today 
as ever: sly put-downs of the incongruity 
of old people in the clutches of amour or 
vice versa. for those of us invested in a 
new Vision of aging, the jokes are a bit 
of a problem. if our message was being 
heard by the world, you’d expect a tail-
ing off of the “old-sex” put-down jokes. 
yet this clearly hasn’t happened.

The other problem with the jokes is 
that they’re really funny.

George, 85, marries Lou Anne, 25 
and beautiful, and on their wedding 
night Lou Anne decides on separate 
bedrooms to save her husband from 
overexerting himself. Shortly after she 
gets into bed, though, there’s a knock 
on the door. It’s George. He comes in, 
they have sex, everything’s fine and he 
leaves. Ten minutes later, there’s an-
other knock on the door. George again. 
They have sex again. He leaves again. 
The same thing happens three more 
times until Lou Anne, happily exhaust-
ed, is moved to comment, “George, 
I’m impressed. I’ve been with guys a 
quarter your age who could only have 
sex once.”

“You mean I was here already?” 
George says.

But the last laugh may be ours. despite 
the incongruity that pervades the jokes, 
older people today are having more sex, 
longer into their lives, than ever before. 
as early as the 1950s, alfred kinsey was 
reporting that older sexually active men 
were having sex weekly and that older 
sexually active women were experienc-
ing orgasms at a frequency that com-
pared to the rate they’d enjoyed in their 
late teens.2 a university of chicago study 
published in the New England Journal of 
Medicine in 2007 found, in a survey of 
more than 3,000 adults between ages 57 
and 85, that 50 per cent to 75 per cent 
of the total survey group had remained 
sexually active with a “significant pro-
portion engaging in frequent and varied 
sexual behaviour.” Sexual activity in-
volving residents in nursing homes has 
risen to the point where workshops are 
being given to staff instructing them in 
tact, while a major debate rages about 
the proper response from authorities 
(sex “bans” in many north american 
homes on the one hand, porn video Sat-
urday nights in a danish home on the 
other). according to employee reports, 
a lunchroom at a retirement home can 
rival a high-school cafeteria when it 
comes to drama about who might be 
paired with whom. it’s only a matter of 
time before a sitcom surfaces with the 
title Forget Bingo.

meanwhile, the sex older people are 
having today is probably the best medi-
cine available. although i’m sad to re-
port that the legendary aerobic benefit 
of sexual activity has turned out to be 
an urban myth — 30 minutes of mod-
erately vigorous sex burns only slightly 
more calories (75 to 85) than 30 minutes 
of watching tV — the other benefits of 
sex and love are real and significant. a 
1997 study done at Queen’s university 
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in Belfast found that middle-aged 
and older men who reported “high 
frequencies of orgasm” had a death 
rate, in the decade during which 
the study tracked them, that was 
“half that of men who did not or-
gasm frequently.” (The first group 
enjoyed an average of 100 orgasms 
a year more than the latter.) Simi-
lar studies have shown that, for 
both genders, regular sex can sta-
tistically improve a person’s sense 
of smell, resistance to heart disease and 
ability (i.e. willingness) to lose weight 
and stay fit; reduce their susceptibility 
to depression, chronic pain, colds and 
the flu; and give them better bladder 
control and teeth. Sex for older people 
— like companionship, whose salutary 
effect on longevity has been known for a 
while — seems to be part and parcel of 
keeping the zoom in Zoomer. it’s simul-
taneously a result of good health, a mo-
tivator of good health and a metaphor 
for good health. 

and something else as well. That we 
continue to have sex as we age is proof 
for me that sex is not here simply for 
procreation. we’re not just meant to suf-
fer a flood of hormones in our youth, 
bang out some children and then devote 
ourselves to family but not to pleasure. 
if that’s all sex existed for — which is the 
trope of several of our religions — then 
with the onset of menopause for women 
and andropause for men, people would 
stop doing it. But we don’t — because in 
fact we’re meant to keep doing it; its per-
sistence is not an accident of nature but 
a part of nature’s design. in that light, the 
removal of the final stigma, the taboo of 
taboos, is another little gift from god. 
a gift that also happens to be extremely 
practical.

you can carry the argument further. 
without the pressure of procreation 
(evolution’s directive), sex for older peo-
ple is a potentially purer, more advanced 
expression of human beings’ attraction 
for each other. far from being a sexual 
afterthought, the aging segment of our 
population may be in the sexual van-
guard. research shows that the love-
making of older couples is significantly 
more leisurely than it is for younger 

ones: older men are actually more capa-
ble of maintaining erections longer than 
their younger counterparts; and older 
women are more knowledgeable about 
their partners’ bodies and their own. 

where, then, does the final taboo re-
side? it’s where most stereotypes come 
home to roost: in ourselves. we live in 
an image-dominated, youth-oriented 
culture, with sight firmly ensconced as 
the predominant sense. unless we look 
sexy, the equation runs, we don’t feel 
sexy and if we don’t feel sexy, we can’t 
imagine anyone being interested in us 
sexually. wrinkles and extra flesh, we’ve 
been drilled to believe, do not a sexy 
look create. as a result, we risk being 
turned off not by any potential partner 
but by ourselves. 

So, ultimately the greatest gift we can 
give ourselves as we age is the gift of true 
sexual liberation. not simply liberation 
from the prohibition against engag-
ing in sex but from all the restrictions 
and narrow conventions that a younger 
demographic wraps around the sexual 
experience. liberation from the rules 
of sex. perhaps no one has codified this 
idea better than nancy price freedman, 
a 70-year-old artist who wrote a col-
umn for the New York Times’ “modern 
love” section this summer, titled, “yes, 
we do. even at our age.” at one point, 
price freedman describes a situation in 
which an elderly man, visiting his ill wife 
in the hospital, draws the curtain closed 
around her bed and joins her under the 
covers, so that she can “get warm” and 
fall asleep. “That’s passion,” she writes. 
“and love. But not sex. yet sex still 
seems to be the barometer with which 
we measure an enduring marriage, and 
increasingly those of us in our golden 

years are being told that with a 
little chemical enhancement, we 
can go on having passionate sex 
for years, decades ... yet the whole 
issue of sex among older people 
distracts us from a deeper truth: 
that simple, tender intimacy is 
very important as we age, the sort 
of thing our highly sexualized, 
Viagra-pushing culture tends to 
minimize or ignore.”

tellingly, price freedman isn’t 
immune to the hype herself. recently, 
she confesses, she and her husband or-
dered a dVd set advertised in a maga-
zine for retirees that guaranteed to teach 
“creative lovemaking” and “new ideas 
for you and your spouse to enhance your 
marriage.” The dVds duly arrived in an 
unmarked package. price freedman and 
her 78-year-old husband popped the 
first one into their player and sat down 
to watch. The verdict? “we laughed at 
some parts, i fell asleep in the middle of 
the second one and i’m not sure if we 
ever looked at the third.” 

what more could any of us ask, from 
sex or any other pleasure, as we ap-
proach eternity? to indulge or abstain 
according to our inclination — and to 
laugh along the way.

Mr. Schwartz, a retiree living in 
Florida, wakes up one morning beside 
his wife, groaning in pain. “Stanley, 
what is it?” she asks. “I feel terrible,” 
he says. “I’m taking you to the doc-
tor,” she says. When they get there, 
the doctor takes Mr. Schwartz into his 
examination room; he comes out after 
10 minutes and asks Mrs. Schwartz to 
come into his office to speak privately 
for a moment, while her husband 
sits in the waiting room. In the office, 
the doctor says, “Mrs. Schwartz, I’m 
sorry to have to tell you this, but your 
husband is suffering from a very rare, 
usually fatal illness. There’s only one 
thing that can save him: a daily dose 
of oral sex. You know what oral sex is, 
Mrs. Schwartz?” “I know. Thank you, 
doctor,” says Mrs. Schwartz and walks 
back out to the waiting room.

“Stanley,” she says, “you’re gonna 
die.”        

1  with Viagra-type meds and  
silicone-based lubricants, respectively.

2 Sexual Behavior in the Human Male 
(1948) and Sexual Behavior in the Human 
Female (1953)

“You'd better ask your grandparents about  
that, son—my generation is very uncomfortable  

talking about abstinence”

> coming next issue … the Zoomer philosophy chapter 4: GrowinG up (Financially) at 60
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Growing up in Montreal in the 1950s 
as the only child in a refugee family of 
DPs (displaced persons), I suppose I 
was poor but never thought of myself as 
such.  My father worked as a clerk in a 
shoe store and, eventually, as the propri-
etor of his own perpetually semi-bank-
rupt business from which, at its height, 
he wrested $125 a week. My mother  
did better as the trusted backroom 
waitress in a steak house patronized by  
some of the more colourful denizens 
of the city’s Damon Runyonesque un-
derworld. (Describing a cast of char-
acters whose subsequent prosecution 
in the celebrated Crime Probe that first 
brought Brian Mulroney to public atten-
tion in 1974, she used to say, “They’re 
good eaters, good tippers. That’s all I 
know”). But it never crossed anyone’s 
mind that my sister and brother (who 
came along later) and I would not go 
to university and be better off than our 
parents. Somehow, Aron and Chaya 
managed to see the three of us through 
McGill, Harvard and the Hebrew U. of 
Jerusalem, graduate and post-graduate 
levels, which, in turn, helped launch us 
into successful careers of our own. We 
earned scholarships, true, and I worked 
three jobs as a teenager, but we’re speak-
ing here of a clerk and a waitress. More 
baffling still, when our parents died, 
they left us not only the apartment they 
lived in but a tidy sum of money. To this 
day, I can’t fathom how they did it.

In thinking about Zoomers and 
money, it occurs to me that my par-
ents provide an interesting jumping-off 
point. Eighty-five per cent of all people 
50-plus in North America are parents. 

So one obvious question to ask in trying 
to understand the financial pressures on 
today’s aging Canadians would seem to 
be: What are the chances that they can 
do financially what my parents did: buy 
a home, see their kids through school, 
launch them into adulthood and be-
queath an inheritance on passing? 

Instead, the question turns out to be: 
What are the chances that a Zoomer to-
day can fulfill all of the above, plus pull 
off several extra magic tricks, includ-
ing continuing to support adult chil-
dren (and increasingly their children 
as well), arranging and paying for care-
giving services and residences for their 
own elderly parents, all while trying to 
squirrel away enough money to finance 
the 20-plus additional years we’ve all re-
cently been given, let alone enjoy them-
selves a little?

REMARkABly, THE oDDS aren’t 
all that bad. Through a combination 
of unique demographic and histori-
cal good fortune and their own be-
lated ambition, a significant number 
of Zoomers have been able to acquire 
the means to underwrite the brave new 
world that’s been thrust upon them — 
the most recent shocks notwithstanding 
— but, even for this lucky group, only 
if they finally get serious. In place of 
the Muskoka chair and the golf course 
and the sun, many once-upon-a-time, 
would-have-been retirees are today fac-
ing 10, 15 or 20 more years of child and 
parent support and working to supple-
ment savings and pensions. As George 
Costanza famously lamented on Sein-
feld (paraphrasing Michael Corleone in 
The Godfather): “Every time I think I’m 
out, they pull me back in!”

Take the issue of adult children, the 
bottom half of the proverbial “sandwich 
generation” (or “Dagwood generation”, if 
you factor in paying for grandchildren’s 
upkeep as well). As Stephanie Coontz, 
a history professor at Evergreen State 

College in Washington and director of 
research at the Council on Contempo-
rary Families pointed out in a recent 
New York Times article, becoming an 
adult in the 1950s entailed “a clear set 
of quick transitions.” Children finished 
school (university or, more often, high 
school), found employment, moved 
out of their parents’ houses and got 
married. In 1960, two-thirds of North 
American men and three-quarters of 
North American women had already 
acquired what Coontz calls “financial 
and residential independence” by age 
30. By contrast, today less than half of 
30-year-old women and under a third 
of 30-year-old men have achieved eco-
nomic self-sufficiency. one factor has 
been the increased difficulty young peo-
ple have recently had finding jobs in a 
period of sudden economic trauma; an-
other is the progressive specialization of 
certain professions, which has extended 
the education process. A young person 
who wants to do accounting-specific 
law, for instance, or pursue a specialty 
in medicine could very well be in school 
well into their 30s.   

There’s also the cultural factor. Zoom-
er parents have had fewer children 
and have tended to infantilize the ones 
they’ve had. It’s not that they don’t expect 
their kids to work hard — at school, at 
hobbies, at sports, at internships — it’s 
that they don’t necessarily expect them 
to work for money (i.e., they don’t ex-
actly expect them to be mature). There 
was a time not too long ago when, if a 
young adult didn’t leave home on their 
own, they’d pretty much be thrown out.

Nowadays, we have increasing num-
bers of 20-, 30- and even 40-year-olds 
returning to live in Zoomer basements. 
In 1960, the father of a contemporary of 
mine generously offered to loan him the 
money to attend university — at prime 
plus one. Whatever you think of this 
tough love (liz Pulliam Weston, a per-
sonal finance columnist for MSN Mon-
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ey, recommends letting your offspring 
go bankrupt if they spend more than 
they make), it’s clear that we now live 
in a brand new world when it comes to  
potential self-sufficiency. For the first 
time in recent history, successive gen-
erations of children are facing a dimin-
ished economic future compared to 
their parents and grandparents. Again 
the question: Will they be able to buy a 
home, see their kids through university 
and leave them an inheritance? Their 
chances seem less than stellar.                             

The “top half ” of the sandwich pres-
ents a similar dilemma. A growing 
number of Zoomers have elderly par-
ents no longer able to live alone or care 
for themselves. Again, not so long ago, 
the solution was relatively 
simple: aging parents who 
couldn’t fend for themselves 
moved in with their kids. It 
was part of the “deal.” The 
social safety net was the 
family. When I was a teen-
ager, my father fell ill and 
couldn’t work for quite a 
while. I stepped in and took 
over the store, no questions 
asked.  

ToDAy, ZooMERS WITH 
infirm parents may still have 
adult children living at home 
and are far more likely than 
previous generations to have 
both spouses still working 
and out of the house. This 
creates a caregiver issue where none 
used to exist. Zoomers are also more 
financially able to place their aging par-
ents in nursing or retirement homes — 
but that too is a decision fraught with 
family tension and guilt. Where elderly 
parents have the financial means to stay 
in their own homes with round-the-
clock care, Zoomer-aged children, all of 
whom are likely working, now have the 
added responsibility of hiring, super-
vising and running what is essentially 
a private mini-nursing home. Finally, 
we have ourselves to worry about. In 
2006 David Cravit, author of The New 
Old: How the Boomers Are Changing Ev-
erything ... Again (and vice-president of 

ZoomerMedia) ran some focus groups 
with people between the ages of 60 and 
75. one of the questions was, “What is 
your biggest fear?” The unanimous an-
swer? “outliving my money.” A major 
complication, ironically, is that we’re liv-
ing longer. It’s the Catch-22 of modern 
aging. Having money has been clearly 
shown to increase longevity — in some 
instances by up to 10 years — but longev-
ity creates money pressures and stresses 
of its own.  

GRoWING UP, WESTERN Zoomers 
lucked out and enjoyed a long, relatively 
smooth post-Second World War period 
of political and financial security and 
promise. As a result, being young was 

a blast for most, and they’ve remained 
more interested in staying young than 
any aging generation before them. Sur-
veys show that Zoomers today are less 
likely to have plans for their retirement, 
less likely to have an up-to-date will 
and less likely — in fact, highly un-
likely — to have purchased a burial plot 
or provided for something else. In the 
Canadian working population, not just 
Zoomers, some reports indicate, nearly 
45 per cent of single people have no 
retirement plan at all, and only a third 
are saving enough to cover basic retire-
ment expenses. Part of this may be the 
complications of modern aging; people 
overwhelmed by the present tend, like 

Scarlett o’Hara, to cope by not dealing 
with the future (“I’ll think about that to-
morrow”). Another part may be a com-
placency borne of a naive Zoomer trust 
(deflated in dramatic style lately) in 
perpetually rising salaries and markets. 
But a critical part of it is the process of 
elimination: if something has to give in 
the new equation of financial responsi-
bilities for Zoomers, that something is 
increasingly the Zoomers themselves.  

Parents of my own parents’ generation 
had a stern enough load as they moved 
through middle age into their senior 
years. Today, Zoomers are required to 
do even more: i.e., the aging game has 
moved into overtime. In a sense, we’re 
being asked to grow up twice — once in 

the ’50s and ’60s, when we 
left our parents’ homes; 
now, again, in our 60s and 
70s, when we need to “re-
up” for an extended tour 
of duty as providers. 

What makes the situa-
tion more acute is the fact 
that Canada’s older de-
mographic isn’t composed 
solely of well-off Zoom-
ers whose most traumatic 
decision is forgoing a new 
car in order to fund their 
grandkids’ education. It 
also includes a large and 
largely invisible group of 
people in their 70s and 
80s and beyond — many 
of them single women — 

who struggle every day to survive with 
dignity on dwindling savings and inad-
equate government pensions. Six hun-
dred and fifty thousand Canadians over 
the age of 65 live at or below the pov-
erty line. Financial “maturity” doesn’t 
simply mean securing our own or our 
families’ economic well-being; it also 
means advocating on behalf of those 
who are in trouble and who have no 
voice. We are a wealthy and privileged 
generation. Coming of age the first time 
meant discovering our political and fi-
nancial clout. Coming of age this time 
means learning that we still have that 
clout and can use it to better the lot of 
all in Canada’s aging society.  

> coming next issue … the Zoomer philosophy chapter 5: after money, spirit
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Growing up in Montreal in the 1950s 
as the only child in a refugee family of 
DPs (displaced persons), I suppose I 
was poor but never thought of myself as 
such.  My father worked as a clerk in a 
shoe store and, eventually, as the propri-
etor of his own perpetually semi-bank-
rupt business from which, at its height, 
he wrested $125 a week. My mother  
did better as the trusted backroom 
waitress in a steak house patronized by  
some of the more colourful denizens 
of the city’s Damon Runyonesque un-
derworld. (Describing a cast of char-
acters whose subsequent prosecution 
in the celebrated Crime Probe that first 
brought Brian Mulroney to public atten-
tion in 1974, she used to say, “They’re 
good eaters, good tippers. That’s all I 
know”). But it never crossed anyone’s 
mind that my sister and brother (who 
came along later) and I would not go 
to university and be better off than our 
parents. Somehow, Aron and Chaya 
managed to see the three of us through 
McGill, Harvard and the Hebrew U. of 
Jerusalem, graduate and post-graduate 
levels, which, in turn, helped launch us 
into successful careers of our own. We 
earned scholarships, true, and I worked 
three jobs as a teenager, but we’re speak-
ing here of a clerk and a waitress. More 
baffling still, when our parents died, 
they left us not only the apartment they 
lived in but a tidy sum of money. To this 
day, I can’t fathom how they did it.

In thinking about Zoomers and 
money, it occurs to me that my par-
ents provide an interesting jumping-off 
point. Eighty-five per cent of all people 
50-plus in North America are parents. 

So one obvious question to ask in trying 
to understand the financial pressures on 
today’s aging Canadians would seem to 
be: What are the chances that they can 
do financially what my parents did: buy 
a home, see their kids through school, 
launch them into adulthood and be-
queath an inheritance on passing? 

Instead, the question turns out to be: 
What are the chances that a Zoomer to-
day can fulfill all of the above, plus pull 
off several extra magic tricks, includ-
ing continuing to support adult chil-
dren (and increasingly their children 
as well), arranging and paying for care-
giving services and residences for their 
own elderly parents, all while trying to 
squirrel away enough money to finance 
the 20-plus additional years we’ve all re-
cently been given, let alone enjoy them-
selves a little?

REMARkABly, THE oDDS aren’t 
all that bad. Through a combination 
of unique demographic and histori-
cal good fortune and their own be-
lated ambition, a significant number 
of Zoomers have been able to acquire 
the means to underwrite the brave new 
world that’s been thrust upon them — 
the most recent shocks notwithstanding 
— but, even for this lucky group, only 
if they finally get serious. In place of 
the Muskoka chair and the golf course 
and the sun, many once-upon-a-time, 
would-have-been retirees are today fac-
ing 10, 15 or 20 more years of child and 
parent support and working to supple-
ment savings and pensions. As George 
Costanza famously lamented on Sein-
feld (paraphrasing Michael Corleone in 
The Godfather): “Every time I think I’m 
out, they pull me back in!”

Take the issue of adult children, the 
bottom half of the proverbial “sandwich 
generation” (or “Dagwood generation”, if 
you factor in paying for grandchildren’s 
upkeep as well). As Stephanie Coontz, 
a history professor at Evergreen State 

College in Washington and director of 
research at the Council on Contempo-
rary Families pointed out in a recent 
New York Times article, becoming an 
adult in the 1950s entailed “a clear set 
of quick transitions.” Children finished 
school (university or, more often, high 
school), found employment, moved 
out of their parents’ houses and got 
married. In 1960, two-thirds of North 
American men and three-quarters of 
North American women had already 
acquired what Coontz calls “financial 
and residential independence” by age 
30. By contrast, today less than half of 
30-year-old women and under a third 
of 30-year-old men have achieved eco-
nomic self-sufficiency. one factor has 
been the increased difficulty young peo-
ple have recently had finding jobs in a 
period of sudden economic trauma; an-
other is the progressive specialization of 
certain professions, which has extended 
the education process. A young person 
who wants to do accounting-specific 
law, for instance, or pursue a specialty 
in medicine could very well be in school 
well into their 30s.   

There’s also the cultural factor. Zoom-
er parents have had fewer children 
and have tended to infantilize the ones 
they’ve had. It’s not that they don’t expect 
their kids to work hard — at school, at 
hobbies, at sports, at internships — it’s 
that they don’t necessarily expect them 
to work for money (i.e., they don’t ex-
actly expect them to be mature). There 
was a time not too long ago when, if a 
young adult didn’t leave home on their 
own, they’d pretty much be thrown out.

Nowadays, we have increasing num-
bers of 20-, 30- and even 40-year-olds 
returning to live in Zoomer basements. 
In 1960, the father of a contemporary of 
mine generously offered to loan him the 
money to attend university — at prime 
plus one. Whatever you think of this 
tough love (liz Pulliam Weston, a per-
sonal finance columnist for MSN Mon-
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ey, recommends letting your offspring 
go bankrupt if they spend more than 
they make), it’s clear that we now live 
in a brand new world when it comes to  
potential self-sufficiency. For the first 
time in recent history, successive gen-
erations of children are facing a dimin-
ished economic future compared to 
their parents and grandparents. Again 
the question: Will they be able to buy a 
home, see their kids through university 
and leave them an inheritance? Their 
chances seem less than stellar.                             

The “top half ” of the sandwich pres-
ents a similar dilemma. A growing 
number of Zoomers have elderly par-
ents no longer able to live alone or care 
for themselves. Again, not so long ago, 
the solution was relatively 
simple: aging parents who 
couldn’t fend for themselves 
moved in with their kids. It 
was part of the “deal.” The 
social safety net was the 
family. When I was a teen-
ager, my father fell ill and 
couldn’t work for quite a 
while. I stepped in and took 
over the store, no questions 
asked.  

ToDAy, ZooMERS WITH 
infirm parents may still have 
adult children living at home 
and are far more likely than 
previous generations to have 
both spouses still working 
and out of the house. This 
creates a caregiver issue where none 
used to exist. Zoomers are also more 
financially able to place their aging par-
ents in nursing or retirement homes — 
but that too is a decision fraught with 
family tension and guilt. Where elderly 
parents have the financial means to stay 
in their own homes with round-the-
clock care, Zoomer-aged children, all of 
whom are likely working, now have the 
added responsibility of hiring, super-
vising and running what is essentially 
a private mini-nursing home. Finally, 
we have ourselves to worry about. In 
2006 David Cravit, author of The New 
Old: How the Boomers Are Changing Ev-
erything ... Again (and vice-president of 

ZoomerMedia) ran some focus groups 
with people between the ages of 60 and 
75. one of the questions was, “What is 
your biggest fear?” The unanimous an-
swer? “outliving my money.” A major 
complication, ironically, is that we’re liv-
ing longer. It’s the Catch-22 of modern 
aging. Having money has been clearly 
shown to increase longevity — in some 
instances by up to 10 years — but longev-
ity creates money pressures and stresses 
of its own.  

GRoWING UP, WESTERN Zoomers 
lucked out and enjoyed a long, relatively 
smooth post-Second World War period 
of political and financial security and 
promise. As a result, being young was 

a blast for most, and they’ve remained 
more interested in staying young than 
any aging generation before them. Sur-
veys show that Zoomers today are less 
likely to have plans for their retirement, 
less likely to have an up-to-date will 
and less likely — in fact, highly un-
likely — to have purchased a burial plot 
or provided for something else. In the 
Canadian working population, not just 
Zoomers, some reports indicate, nearly 
45 per cent of single people have no 
retirement plan at all, and only a third 
are saving enough to cover basic retire-
ment expenses. Part of this may be the 
complications of modern aging; people 
overwhelmed by the present tend, like 

Scarlett o’Hara, to cope by not dealing 
with the future (“I’ll think about that to-
morrow”). Another part may be a com-
placency borne of a naive Zoomer trust 
(deflated in dramatic style lately) in 
perpetually rising salaries and markets. 
But a critical part of it is the process of 
elimination: if something has to give in 
the new equation of financial responsi-
bilities for Zoomers, that something is 
increasingly the Zoomers themselves.  

Parents of my own parents’ generation 
had a stern enough load as they moved 
through middle age into their senior 
years. Today, Zoomers are required to 
do even more: i.e., the aging game has 
moved into overtime. In a sense, we’re 
being asked to grow up twice — once in 

the ’50s and ’60s, when we 
left our parents’ homes; 
now, again, in our 60s and 
70s, when we need to “re-
up” for an extended tour 
of duty as providers. 

What makes the situa-
tion more acute is the fact 
that Canada’s older de-
mographic isn’t composed 
solely of well-off Zoom-
ers whose most traumatic 
decision is forgoing a new 
car in order to fund their 
grandkids’ education. It 
also includes a large and 
largely invisible group of 
people in their 70s and 
80s and beyond — many 
of them single women — 

who struggle every day to survive with 
dignity on dwindling savings and inad-
equate government pensions. Six hun-
dred and fifty thousand Canadians over 
the age of 65 live at or below the pov-
erty line. Financial “maturity” doesn’t 
simply mean securing our own or our 
families’ economic well-being; it also 
means advocating on behalf of those 
who are in trouble and who have no 
voice. We are a wealthy and privileged 
generation. Coming of age the first time 
meant discovering our political and fi-
nancial clout. Coming of age this time 
means learning that we still have that 
clout and can use it to better the lot of 
all in Canada’s aging society.  

> coming next issue … the Zoomer philosophy chapter 5: after money, spirit
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Recently, I attended the National As-
sociation of Television Program Execu-
tives 2010 Market and Conference in 
Las Vegas with the aim of introducing 
ZoomerMedia (and the Zoomer agen-
da) to the television industry. Because 
it was my first time in a while and be-
cause my previous interest had revolved 
largely around Youth Media and Cul-
ture, my presence created quite a stir; 
especially when I gave people my new 
business card, which lists all the many 
Zoomer and CARP projects in which 
I’m involved. “Gosh, you’ve been busy,” 
was the general response. “When did 
you have the time to do all of this?” To 
which I got a kick out of replying: “If I 
weren’t retired, I wouldn’t have the time 
to do everything I’m doing now.” 

This generally got a laugh. More im-
portant, it crystallized my attitude to-
ward retirement, which happens to be 
diametrically opposed to the view that 
held when I was growing up. Retire-
ment back then was seen as a kind of 
vague, blue time and place where noth-
ing much, and certainly nothing bad, 
happened; when people who had been 
chained to an assembly line or a bureau-
cratic desk could finally escape to their 
basements and live happily ever after 
building model airplanes. 

Well, far from heaven, that’s my idea 
of hell! In fact, far from being a time to 
cease work, retirement strikes me as a 
unique opportunity to change the direc-
tion, intensity and scope of our work. 
The thing we shouldn’t forget in retire-
ment is the satisfaction that meaning-

ful, indeed passionate, work can bring. 
Hence, my new personal slogan is The 
Best Way to Keep Going is to Keep Go-
ing. The obverse is Beware! Retirement 
(specifically, the wrong kind of retire-
ment) Can Kill You.

Now, I don’t mean to give short shrift 
to those would-be retirees who would 
rather stop but who must instead keep 
working for financial reasons. (Stud-
ies show that this group accounts for 
roughly 40 per cent of retirement-aged 
Canadians today.) But these people may 
be luckier than they know. Because oth-
er research shows that retirement can 
jeopardize a person’s health dramatical-
ly, both psychologically and physically. 
People who stop working experience an 
across-the-board increase in their body 
mass index, the most important mea-
sure of excess weight, which is a risk 
factor for many cardiovascular diseas-
es. This may seem like common sense, 
but a recent British study further sug-
gests that retirement also “significantly 
increases the risk of being diagnosed 
with a chronic condition ... in particular 
... cardiovascular disease and cancer.” 
These diseases, cancer included, can be 
triggered by stress — yet retirement (or 
so the myth goes) is supposedly a time 
when we shed the stress of our previ-
ous lives and relax. It’s stress, we’ve been 
conditioned to believe, that kills.

THE THING IS THAT not all stress is 
created equal. On the one hand, there’s 
the kind of stress that grinds you down: 
the stress of hopeless poverty or ra-
cial prejudice or of living with a severe 
handicap or illness for which there is no 
cure. But there is also what some psy-
chologists call good stressors (“eustress” 
as opposed to “distress”) and what I 
call the “stress we live for.” This is often 
found in meaningful work. Through-
out my working life, the most stressed 
people I’ve met are those without fulfill-
ing stress in their lives. These were peo-

ple who felt their talents weren’t being 
utilized. Absent the challenging stress  
that brings out their best, they felt rob- 
bed of achievement and that life was  
passing them by. 

It’s no surprise. The human body re-
sponds to pressure; bones and muscles 
strengthen when forced to exercise and 
atrophy when that weight is removed. 
(It’s no accident that weight training 
has become one of the Big New Ideas 
for elder health.) Our brains and even 
our spirits can similarly shrink when 
nothing is calling us to do something 
creative or active with them. All of this 
salutary pressure can disappear without 
work. Often, the result is anonymous 
retired people suddenly without social 
purpose or status who, for the first time 
in their lives, have no idea what to do 
with themselves. Compounding the di-
lemma is the fact that today we’re all liv-
ing longer. Thus the question becomes 
not only how are we going to finance 
that extra time (58 per cent of Cana-
dians today say they intend to pursue 
some kind of remunerated activity after 
work) but how are we going to fill it? 
Remove engagement in the hurly-burly 
of the world, and the results are often 
not pretty. Retirement done wrong can 
kill — not only the body but the soul. 

In fact, a large number of aging Ca-
nadians are already following my dic-
tum of keeping going by keeping going. 
Countless “retired” Canadians from up- 
per management positions — CEOs, 
professionals, high-school principals 
— are returning to work in the fields 
they know well but in a consulting  
or bridging capacity. In a recent study 
on happiness in retirement, one senior  
employee who had returned to his 
former company to coach others on a 
part-time basis, with less pay and less 
authority than before, said: “Happiness 
is working at a job you enjoy for which 
you are vastly overqualified.” This is re-
tirement done right. 

chapter five
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The BesT Way To Keep 

GoinG is To Keep GoinG 
or  

reTiremenT can Kill you  
by moses Znaimer

Nor is it necessary for fulfilling re-
tirement work to be a paying gig. An 
increasing percentage of the activities 
boomers, seniors and elders undertake 
today are unremunerated; many involve 
pro bono giving back. Social entrepre-
neurship and volunteerism are the phil-
anthropic signposts of our generation. 
Now, I’m sure I’ll be accused — as I have 
been regarding our revitalized approach 
to CARP and to this re-charged maga-
zine — of projecting a “retired” world 
of wealth, with which most people can’t 
identify. Not true! I’m simply object-
ing to the cliché that most people “of a 
certain age” are broken-down burdens-
in-waiting living in bare subsistence, 
one inch or one cheque away from the 
precipice. To the contrary, recent fig-
ures compiled from our own 
research reveal that CARP 
members earn more than the 
national average — not ex-
travagantly more but enough 
that our demographic is able to 
make an unpaid contribution to 
society, which is as dramatic as 
it is unsung. It’s been estimated 
that in Canada alone, the mon-
etary value of the contribution 
volunteers make to the Gross 
Domestic Product is more than 
that of either the agricultural 
or the automotive industries. 
(A UN estimate of global vol-
unteerism puts the contribu-
tion at $400 billion annually.) “Retired” 
people comprise the lion’s share by far 
of this volunteer army. Remove their ef-
forts and you don’t simply miss maga-
zines distributed in hospitals; you have 
a black hole in the planet’s workforce.

WHICH BRINGS ME TO yet anoth-
er reason for promoting the continua-
tion of some form of work in age: the 
world needs us to continue working. 

Because the boomer generation was 
massive and because the generations 
that followed are comparatively small-
er, in the very near future, the flood 
of retiring boomers is going to create 
a similar flood of jobs unfilled. This 
contention may sound peculiar today, 
what with the serious downturn in the 

economy. But as soon as the economy 
bounces back, labour shortages are go-
ing to become significant. In 1981, there 
were five workers in Canada for every 
retired person. By 2031, that ratio will 
have fallen to only two. Historically, 
immigration has been one way to fill 
vacant jobs, but Canada already takes 
more immigrants, proportionally, than 
just about any other country in the 
West; and large-scale immigration in a 
condensed period of time can be a ten-
sion-filled exercise, with prospects for 
considerable turmoil. 

The only alternative is to tap our 
older workforce, to take advantage of 
its knowledge and dependability. But 
to entice us to stay in the workplace, 
changes will have to be made, perhaps 

by letting us work fewer days, with 
more flexible time-schedules. The writ-
ing is already on the wall. In 2009, Nova 
Scotia became the last province to end 
the practice of mandatory retirement. 
With the exception of the federal gov-
ernment and federally regulated indus-
tries, forced retirement no longer exists 
in Canada. When StatsCan reports that 
within 10 years, 20 per cent of the work-
force will be aged 55 to 64, people throw 
up their hands in despair. Why? They 
should heed the words of Maggie Kuhn, 
the American anti-ageism activist who 
founded the Gray Panthers movement in 
1971 after being forced into retirement 
by her then employer, the Presbyterian 
Church: “Men and women approaching 
retirement age should be recycled for 

public service work. We can no longer 
afford to scrap pile people.”

Amen. This is not to say that there 
aren’t people who eagerly look forward 
to their retirement and heartily enjoy it. 
(Actually, Canadians happen to be par-
ticularly positive about retirement. Sta-
tistically, Canada is the nation with the 
most voluntary early retirements.) Nor 
am I unmindful of the fact that there’s a 
luck-of-the-draw division here between 
people who are fortunate enough to 
love their work and those who are less 
thrilled about it. It’s easier for me to 
say “retirement can kill you” than it is 
for the guy working the ticket booth in 
the subway station. But you’d be hard-
pressed to find anyone, in any walk of 
life, who does not have a dream, and 

dreams almost always entail 
work that doesn’t feel like 
work. Retirement is, para-
doxically, the perfect time to 
find (if you haven’t already) 
the work of your dreams. 

IN THE END, the problem 
may be the label. In 2007, 
SmartMoney magazine ran a 
contest looking for a word to 
replace retirement. The prize 
was a $100,000 retirement 
annuity. The winning entry 
turned out to be eminently 
forgettable, but the non-win-
ners were remarkably reveal-

ing about people’s true feelings vis-à-vis 
the end of their labouring lives: poorifica-
tion, pasture, indefinite leave, unwork. 

My own candidate is rehirement. Re-
tirement should be a time when we re-
hire ourselves out for work that isn’t 
diminished but different, not less but 
more relevant to ourselves and the peo-
ple around us. 

I’ve rehired myself more times than 
I can count. Or consider this: type the 
phrase “I can’t wait to retire” into Google, 
and you get eight million entries. Type 
the phrase “I will never retire” and you 
get 28 million.

I rest my case. But that’s all I’ll be rest-
ing. In the Zoomer future, I predict 
there’s going to be a whole lot of going 
on going on.  

> coming next issue … the Zoomer philosophy chapter 6: the politics of the Undead  
politicians treat Us as if we are. we’re not! 

“I had the dream about meaningful 
employment again last night.”
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Recently, I attended the National As-
sociation of Television Program Execu-
tives 2010 Market and Conference in 
Las Vegas with the aim of introducing 
ZoomerMedia (and the Zoomer agen-
da) to the television industry. Because 
it was my first time in a while and be-
cause my previous interest had revolved 
largely around Youth Media and Cul-
ture, my presence created quite a stir; 
especially when I gave people my new 
business card, which lists all the many 
Zoomer and CARP projects in which 
I’m involved. “Gosh, you’ve been busy,” 
was the general response. “When did 
you have the time to do all of this?” To 
which I got a kick out of replying: “If I 
weren’t retired, I wouldn’t have the time 
to do everything I’m doing now.” 

This generally got a laugh. More im-
portant, it crystallized my attitude to-
ward retirement, which happens to be 
diametrically opposed to the view that 
held when I was growing up. Retire-
ment back then was seen as a kind of 
vague, blue time and place where noth-
ing much, and certainly nothing bad, 
happened; when people who had been 
chained to an assembly line or a bureau-
cratic desk could finally escape to their 
basements and live happily ever after 
building model airplanes. 

Well, far from heaven, that’s my idea 
of hell! In fact, far from being a time to 
cease work, retirement strikes me as a 
unique opportunity to change the direc-
tion, intensity and scope of our work. 
The thing we shouldn’t forget in retire-
ment is the satisfaction that meaning-

ful, indeed passionate, work can bring. 
Hence, my new personal slogan is The 
Best Way to Keep Going is to Keep Go-
ing. The obverse is Beware! Retirement 
(specifically, the wrong kind of retire-
ment) Can Kill You.

Now, I don’t mean to give short shrift 
to those would-be retirees who would 
rather stop but who must instead keep 
working for financial reasons. (Stud-
ies show that this group accounts for 
roughly 40 per cent of retirement-aged 
Canadians today.) But these people may 
be luckier than they know. Because oth-
er research shows that retirement can 
jeopardize a person’s health dramatical-
ly, both psychologically and physically. 
People who stop working experience an 
across-the-board increase in their body 
mass index, the most important mea-
sure of excess weight, which is a risk 
factor for many cardiovascular diseas-
es. This may seem like common sense, 
but a recent British study further sug-
gests that retirement also “significantly 
increases the risk of being diagnosed 
with a chronic condition ... in particular 
... cardiovascular disease and cancer.” 
These diseases, cancer included, can be 
triggered by stress — yet retirement (or 
so the myth goes) is supposedly a time 
when we shed the stress of our previ-
ous lives and relax. It’s stress, we’ve been 
conditioned to believe, that kills.

THE THING IS THAT not all stress is 
created equal. On the one hand, there’s 
the kind of stress that grinds you down: 
the stress of hopeless poverty or ra-
cial prejudice or of living with a severe 
handicap or illness for which there is no 
cure. But there is also what some psy-
chologists call good stressors (“eustress” 
as opposed to “distress”) and what I 
call the “stress we live for.” This is often 
found in meaningful work. Through-
out my working life, the most stressed 
people I’ve met are those without fulfill-
ing stress in their lives. These were peo-

ple who felt their talents weren’t being 
utilized. Absent the challenging stress  
that brings out their best, they felt rob- 
bed of achievement and that life was  
passing them by. 

It’s no surprise. The human body re-
sponds to pressure; bones and muscles 
strengthen when forced to exercise and 
atrophy when that weight is removed. 
(It’s no accident that weight training 
has become one of the Big New Ideas 
for elder health.) Our brains and even 
our spirits can similarly shrink when 
nothing is calling us to do something 
creative or active with them. All of this 
salutary pressure can disappear without 
work. Often, the result is anonymous 
retired people suddenly without social 
purpose or status who, for the first time 
in their lives, have no idea what to do 
with themselves. Compounding the di-
lemma is the fact that today we’re all liv-
ing longer. Thus the question becomes 
not only how are we going to finance 
that extra time (58 per cent of Cana-
dians today say they intend to pursue 
some kind of remunerated activity after 
work) but how are we going to fill it? 
Remove engagement in the hurly-burly 
of the world, and the results are often 
not pretty. Retirement done wrong can 
kill — not only the body but the soul. 

In fact, a large number of aging Ca-
nadians are already following my dic-
tum of keeping going by keeping going. 
Countless “retired” Canadians from up- 
per management positions — CEOs, 
professionals, high-school principals 
— are returning to work in the fields 
they know well but in a consulting  
or bridging capacity. In a recent study 
on happiness in retirement, one senior  
employee who had returned to his 
former company to coach others on a 
part-time basis, with less pay and less 
authority than before, said: “Happiness 
is working at a job you enjoy for which 
you are vastly overqualified.” This is re-
tirement done right. 
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The BesT Way To Keep 

GoinG is To Keep GoinG 
or  

reTiremenT can Kill you  
by moses Znaimer

Nor is it necessary for fulfilling re-
tirement work to be a paying gig. An 
increasing percentage of the activities 
boomers, seniors and elders undertake 
today are unremunerated; many involve 
pro bono giving back. Social entrepre-
neurship and volunteerism are the phil-
anthropic signposts of our generation. 
Now, I’m sure I’ll be accused — as I have 
been regarding our revitalized approach 
to CARP and to this re-charged maga-
zine — of projecting a “retired” world 
of wealth, with which most people can’t 
identify. Not true! I’m simply object-
ing to the cliché that most people “of a 
certain age” are broken-down burdens-
in-waiting living in bare subsistence, 
one inch or one cheque away from the 
precipice. To the contrary, recent fig-
ures compiled from our own 
research reveal that CARP 
members earn more than the 
national average — not ex-
travagantly more but enough 
that our demographic is able to 
make an unpaid contribution to 
society, which is as dramatic as 
it is unsung. It’s been estimated 
that in Canada alone, the mon-
etary value of the contribution 
volunteers make to the Gross 
Domestic Product is more than 
that of either the agricultural 
or the automotive industries. 
(A UN estimate of global vol-
unteerism puts the contribu-
tion at $400 billion annually.) “Retired” 
people comprise the lion’s share by far 
of this volunteer army. Remove their ef-
forts and you don’t simply miss maga-
zines distributed in hospitals; you have 
a black hole in the planet’s workforce.

WHICH BRINGS ME TO yet anoth-
er reason for promoting the continua-
tion of some form of work in age: the 
world needs us to continue working. 

Because the boomer generation was 
massive and because the generations 
that followed are comparatively small-
er, in the very near future, the flood 
of retiring boomers is going to create 
a similar flood of jobs unfilled. This 
contention may sound peculiar today, 
what with the serious downturn in the 

economy. But as soon as the economy 
bounces back, labour shortages are go-
ing to become significant. In 1981, there 
were five workers in Canada for every 
retired person. By 2031, that ratio will 
have fallen to only two. Historically, 
immigration has been one way to fill 
vacant jobs, but Canada already takes 
more immigrants, proportionally, than 
just about any other country in the 
West; and large-scale immigration in a 
condensed period of time can be a ten-
sion-filled exercise, with prospects for 
considerable turmoil. 

The only alternative is to tap our 
older workforce, to take advantage of 
its knowledge and dependability. But 
to entice us to stay in the workplace, 
changes will have to be made, perhaps 

by letting us work fewer days, with 
more flexible time-schedules. The writ-
ing is already on the wall. In 2009, Nova 
Scotia became the last province to end 
the practice of mandatory retirement. 
With the exception of the federal gov-
ernment and federally regulated indus-
tries, forced retirement no longer exists 
in Canada. When StatsCan reports that 
within 10 years, 20 per cent of the work-
force will be aged 55 to 64, people throw 
up their hands in despair. Why? They 
should heed the words of Maggie Kuhn, 
the American anti-ageism activist who 
founded the Gray Panthers movement in 
1971 after being forced into retirement 
by her then employer, the Presbyterian 
Church: “Men and women approaching 
retirement age should be recycled for 

public service work. We can no longer 
afford to scrap pile people.”

Amen. This is not to say that there 
aren’t people who eagerly look forward 
to their retirement and heartily enjoy it. 
(Actually, Canadians happen to be par-
ticularly positive about retirement. Sta-
tistically, Canada is the nation with the 
most voluntary early retirements.) Nor 
am I unmindful of the fact that there’s a 
luck-of-the-draw division here between 
people who are fortunate enough to 
love their work and those who are less 
thrilled about it. It’s easier for me to 
say “retirement can kill you” than it is 
for the guy working the ticket booth in 
the subway station. But you’d be hard-
pressed to find anyone, in any walk of 
life, who does not have a dream, and 

dreams almost always entail 
work that doesn’t feel like 
work. Retirement is, para-
doxically, the perfect time to 
find (if you haven’t already) 
the work of your dreams. 

IN THE END, the problem 
may be the label. In 2007, 
SmartMoney magazine ran a 
contest looking for a word to 
replace retirement. The prize 
was a $100,000 retirement 
annuity. The winning entry 
turned out to be eminently 
forgettable, but the non-win-
ners were remarkably reveal-

ing about people’s true feelings vis-à-vis 
the end of their labouring lives: poorifica-
tion, pasture, indefinite leave, unwork. 

My own candidate is rehirement. Re-
tirement should be a time when we re-
hire ourselves out for work that isn’t 
diminished but different, not less but 
more relevant to ourselves and the peo-
ple around us. 

I’ve rehired myself more times than 
I can count. Or consider this: type the 
phrase “I can’t wait to retire” into Google, 
and you get eight million entries. Type 
the phrase “I will never retire” and you 
get 28 million.

I rest my case. But that’s all I’ll be rest-
ing. In the Zoomer future, I predict 
there’s going to be a whole lot of going 
on going on.  

> coming next issue … the Zoomer philosophy chapter 6: the politics of the Undead  
politicians treat Us as if we are. we’re not! 

“I had the dream about meaningful 
employment again last night.”
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ZIP — The Zoomer Inclusive Party.  
A pipe dream? Maybe not.  

One of the great conundrums of the  
aging phenomenon has been the fail-
ure, till now, of the older demographic 
to organize politically or to effect politi-
cal results in any enduring way. In terms 
of impact, the converse seems true: for 
years, politicians have been treating us 
as if we’re already dead. Here’s a bulletin: 
we’re not! We’re not only not dead, we’re 
extremely alive. We have issues that burn 
to be addressed. We have experience, 
expertise and, yes, wisdom. We have the 
numbers and we have the wealth. Why, 
then, don’t we have the clout?

One reason is the squeamishness 
politicians — and the rest of us — feel 
about aging, with its uncomfortable 
companion effects of decline, pain, 
mortality and death. Language is at the 
core of this puzzle. “Everyone wants to 
live long,” goes the old maxim, “but no-
body wants to be old.” Complicating the 
word “old” and its many variations, such 
as “mature,” “senior” and “elder,” is the 
stubborn cultural perception that aver-
age life expectancy is still in the 60s or 
early 70s when, in fact, many of us are 
working our way well into our 80s and 
90s, as alert as ever. Why waste politi-
cal capital on what is popularly seen as 
ghost time? 

Another impediment to our political 
organization has been the growing tide 
of alarm about the great imminent tsu-
nami that Boomers represent; the vast 
amounts of money that will shortly be 
pouring out to support the aged; the de-

pletion of the provincial treasuries; the 
destruction of the younger generation’s 
future. (A recent example is The Pinch: 
How the Baby Boomers Took Their Chil-
dren’s Future — And Why They Should 
Give It Back, a book by David Willets, 
a sitting Conservative member in the 
British Parliament.) 

This allegation is clearly overblown 
but creates the kind of bad-press atmo-
sphere in which organizing politically is 
considered unbecoming and self-indul-
gent — even by Zoomers themselves. 
We’re hard-wired to care about the gen-
erations that come next, so we tend to 
feel guilty about thinking of ourselves 
first. The result is that while it’s quite 
acceptable for people to organize along 
class, language or regional lines, senior 
activism is a non-starter. 

While politicians talk about the need 
for more money for daycare, when 
health care for the elderly comes up, the 
talk turns to triage and the prudence 
of giving an 87-year-old another heart 
valve. Frail infants are the recipients of 
money and medical effort because they 
have their whole lives ahead of them. 
Frail older people are not because they 
don’t. And while political organizations 
regularly brag about infusions of youth 
into their ranks, I’ve yet to hear a politi-
cal party celebrate the white-haired wis-
dom of its membership or point out that 
age tends to make people less erratic and 
more trustworthy. The modern require-
ment is to clothe candidates in wetsuits, 
put them on bikes or have them run 
marathons regardless of their age. 

But EnOugH mOAnIng. We 
have come not to bury the Zoomer In-
clusive Party but to invent it. Our first 
step is clear: we have to create a move-
ment that appeals to us first, then the 
wider electorate. This, coincidentally, 
was exactly the strategy behind our re-
moving the bylaw that restricted CARP 
membership to those 50 and over. The 

idea was and is to bring our children 
and grandchildren into the organization 
because they have an interest in things 
that affect the health and quality of life 
of their parents and grandparents. The 
resistance I’ve met to this logical notion 
and to the simple proposition that an or-
ganization composed only of the elderly 
soon dies out is quite baffling. 

Our Zoomer Inclusive Party must con-
vert negatives into positives, thus posi-
tioning us as the wise Party, the non-im-
pulsive Party, the Party that’s seen it all. 
By nature, we’re far more inclined to  
pay attention to the younger generation’s 
concerns than they are to pay attention 
to ours. What’s instinct for us is duty for 
them. Plus we are their future; while we 
will never be 18 again, practically all  
will get to be 70. They are Zoomers-in-
waiting. 

In fact, the conflation of these two 
ideas, that on the one hand we’re com-
mitted to addressing the welfare of the 
younger generation as well as our own 
and that, on the other, we’re all in the 
same boat regardless is the perfect un-
derpinning for ZIP’s platform. no one is 
in a better position than our generation 
to redraw the parameters of aging in our 
society; and the trickle-down effect of 
that redrawing may make it the most 
mutually comprehensive, mutually ben-
eficial program of reform undertaken 
in this country in the past half-century. 
Distilled, the subtext of our party’s mes-
sage for youth is: not only aren’t we try-
ing to destroy your prospects, we’re ac-
tually assuring your future.

Attracting the younger membership, 
though, is only one half of the puzzle; the 
other half is making an impact on the 
current political establishment. “I would 
call that strategy the soft sell,” says Su-
san Eng, lawyer, ex-chair of the toronto 
Police Services Commission, agitator 
extraordinaire and now full-time vice-
president for advocacy at CARP. “The 
Kumbaya approach, we’re all in this 
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Politics of the Undead: 

let’s get this 
Party started  

by moses Znaimer

together, we can create a better world, 
imagine all the people. It’s a good strat-
egy, but my preference is the hard sell 
because my message is to the political 
world more than to the marketing side. 
to get a toehold in the public discourse 
when we’ve been relegated to the side-
lines for so long, you can’t say, ‘Please sir, 
can I have your attention?’ We have to 
say, ‘Ignore us at your peril.’ As a politi-
cal party goes, you tell them, ‘We could 
not only be an effective opposition, we 
could be an effective government.’ And if 
they ask, ‘You and what army?’ you say, 
‘The people — 70 per cent of whom vote 
regularly. The bellwether group who are 

always 70 per cent in tune with the polls. 
That’s our army.’ ” 

So we have a core message and a soft- 
and hard-sell way of transmitting it. But 
do we have any real-life models of canny 
Zoomers already putting this fusion 
into action? How about David Crom-
bie, once the “tiny perfect mayor of to-
ronto,” now a member of CARP’s advi-
sory board. He is also a founder (along 
with John Sewell, Karl Jaffery and Barb 
Caplan, Zoomers all) of toronto Votes 
2010, an organization dedicated to rais-
ing political awareness and civic par-
ticipation in upcoming municipal and 
federal elections.

FEDERALLY, the Conservatives and 
Liberals are essentially deadlocked in 
percentage of support, somewhere in 
the low 30s. The nDP draws between  
10 and 15 per cent, the green Party 10 
per cent (as long as there’s no actual 
election) and the Bloc Québecois comes 
in at about eight per cent. That accounts 
for more than 90 per cent of electoral 
preference. If ZIP could persuade just 
Zoomers alone (who represent 40 per 
cent of the population) to vote their 
own interests to the point of returning 
10 per cent of the seats in the House of 
Commons, its influence, in this day of 
perpetual minority government, could 
be dramatic.

Party leader? How about Hazel mc-
Callion, 89, who’s been mayor of mis-
sissauga, Ont.,  for 31 consecutive years 
(she took 92 per cent of the vote in 
the last election) and who says as long 
as she’s alive, she’ll run again, against 
whomever, whenever. Deputy leader? 
Jean Chrétien, a mere stripling at 76, is 
still arguably the best natural politician 
in the country and certainly the most 
dangerous person to make fun of. Elec-
tion bauble? How about finally prom-
ising to make the turks and Caicos Is-
lands in the Caribbean part of Canada, 
thereby letting Canuck Zoomers stop 
pretending that Victoria is warm in Jan-
uary. Secret party manifesto? What else 
but george Carlin’s immortal: 

“The most unfair thing about life is 
the way it ends. I mean, life is tough. 
It takes up a lot of your time. What do 
you get at the end of it? Death! What’s 
that? A bonus? I think the life cycle is all 
backwards. You should die first, get it out 
of the way. Then you live in an old age 
home. You get kicked out when you’re 
too young, you get a gold watch, you go 
to work. You work 40 years until you’re 
young enough to enjoy your retirement. 
You do drugs and alcohol, you party, you 
get ready for high school. You go to grade 
school, you become a kid, you play, you 
have no responsibilities, you become  
a little baby, you go back into the womb, 
you spend your last nine months floating 
... and you finish off as an orgasm!”

Who wouldn’t vote for that?  

> coming next issue … the Zoomer philosophy chapter 7: legacy — live Well, Do gooD, Die broke
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ZIP — The Zoomer Inclusive Party.  
A pipe dream? Maybe not.  

One of the great conundrums of the  
aging phenomenon has been the fail-
ure, till now, of the older demographic 
to organize politically or to effect politi-
cal results in any enduring way. In terms 
of impact, the converse seems true: for 
years, politicians have been treating us 
as if we’re already dead. Here’s a bulletin: 
we’re not! We’re not only not dead, we’re 
extremely alive. We have issues that burn 
to be addressed. We have experience, 
expertise and, yes, wisdom. We have the 
numbers and we have the wealth. Why, 
then, don’t we have the clout?

One reason is the squeamishness 
politicians — and the rest of us — feel 
about aging, with its uncomfortable 
companion effects of decline, pain, 
mortality and death. Language is at the 
core of this puzzle. “Everyone wants to 
live long,” goes the old maxim, “but no-
body wants to be old.” Complicating the 
word “old” and its many variations, such 
as “mature,” “senior” and “elder,” is the 
stubborn cultural perception that aver-
age life expectancy is still in the 60s or 
early 70s when, in fact, many of us are 
working our way well into our 80s and 
90s, as alert as ever. Why waste politi-
cal capital on what is popularly seen as 
ghost time? 

Another impediment to our political 
organization has been the growing tide 
of alarm about the great imminent tsu-
nami that Boomers represent; the vast 
amounts of money that will shortly be 
pouring out to support the aged; the de-

pletion of the provincial treasuries; the 
destruction of the younger generation’s 
future. (A recent example is The Pinch: 
How the Baby Boomers Took Their Chil-
dren’s Future — And Why They Should 
Give It Back, a book by David Willets, 
a sitting Conservative member in the 
British Parliament.) 

This allegation is clearly overblown 
but creates the kind of bad-press atmo-
sphere in which organizing politically is 
considered unbecoming and self-indul-
gent — even by Zoomers themselves. 
We’re hard-wired to care about the gen-
erations that come next, so we tend to 
feel guilty about thinking of ourselves 
first. The result is that while it’s quite 
acceptable for people to organize along 
class, language or regional lines, senior 
activism is a non-starter. 

While politicians talk about the need 
for more money for daycare, when 
health care for the elderly comes up, the 
talk turns to triage and the prudence 
of giving an 87-year-old another heart 
valve. Frail infants are the recipients of 
money and medical effort because they 
have their whole lives ahead of them. 
Frail older people are not because they 
don’t. And while political organizations 
regularly brag about infusions of youth 
into their ranks, I’ve yet to hear a politi-
cal party celebrate the white-haired wis-
dom of its membership or point out that 
age tends to make people less erratic and 
more trustworthy. The modern require-
ment is to clothe candidates in wetsuits, 
put them on bikes or have them run 
marathons regardless of their age. 

But EnOugH mOAnIng. We 
have come not to bury the Zoomer In-
clusive Party but to invent it. Our first 
step is clear: we have to create a move-
ment that appeals to us first, then the 
wider electorate. This, coincidentally, 
was exactly the strategy behind our re-
moving the bylaw that restricted CARP 
membership to those 50 and over. The 

idea was and is to bring our children 
and grandchildren into the organization 
because they have an interest in things 
that affect the health and quality of life 
of their parents and grandparents. The 
resistance I’ve met to this logical notion 
and to the simple proposition that an or-
ganization composed only of the elderly 
soon dies out is quite baffling. 

Our Zoomer Inclusive Party must con-
vert negatives into positives, thus posi-
tioning us as the wise Party, the non-im-
pulsive Party, the Party that’s seen it all. 
By nature, we’re far more inclined to  
pay attention to the younger generation’s 
concerns than they are to pay attention 
to ours. What’s instinct for us is duty for 
them. Plus we are their future; while we 
will never be 18 again, practically all  
will get to be 70. They are Zoomers-in-
waiting. 

In fact, the conflation of these two 
ideas, that on the one hand we’re com-
mitted to addressing the welfare of the 
younger generation as well as our own 
and that, on the other, we’re all in the 
same boat regardless is the perfect un-
derpinning for ZIP’s platform. no one is 
in a better position than our generation 
to redraw the parameters of aging in our 
society; and the trickle-down effect of 
that redrawing may make it the most 
mutually comprehensive, mutually ben-
eficial program of reform undertaken 
in this country in the past half-century. 
Distilled, the subtext of our party’s mes-
sage for youth is: not only aren’t we try-
ing to destroy your prospects, we’re ac-
tually assuring your future.

Attracting the younger membership, 
though, is only one half of the puzzle; the 
other half is making an impact on the 
current political establishment. “I would 
call that strategy the soft sell,” says Su-
san Eng, lawyer, ex-chair of the toronto 
Police Services Commission, agitator 
extraordinaire and now full-time vice-
president for advocacy at CARP. “The 
Kumbaya approach, we’re all in this 
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together, we can create a better world, 
imagine all the people. It’s a good strat-
egy, but my preference is the hard sell 
because my message is to the political 
world more than to the marketing side. 
to get a toehold in the public discourse 
when we’ve been relegated to the side-
lines for so long, you can’t say, ‘Please sir, 
can I have your attention?’ We have to 
say, ‘Ignore us at your peril.’ As a politi-
cal party goes, you tell them, ‘We could 
not only be an effective opposition, we 
could be an effective government.’ And if 
they ask, ‘You and what army?’ you say, 
‘The people — 70 per cent of whom vote 
regularly. The bellwether group who are 

always 70 per cent in tune with the polls. 
That’s our army.’ ” 

So we have a core message and a soft- 
and hard-sell way of transmitting it. But 
do we have any real-life models of canny 
Zoomers already putting this fusion 
into action? How about David Crom-
bie, once the “tiny perfect mayor of to-
ronto,” now a member of CARP’s advi-
sory board. He is also a founder (along 
with John Sewell, Karl Jaffery and Barb 
Caplan, Zoomers all) of toronto Votes 
2010, an organization dedicated to rais-
ing political awareness and civic par-
ticipation in upcoming municipal and 
federal elections.

FEDERALLY, the Conservatives and 
Liberals are essentially deadlocked in 
percentage of support, somewhere in 
the low 30s. The nDP draws between  
10 and 15 per cent, the green Party 10 
per cent (as long as there’s no actual 
election) and the Bloc Québecois comes 
in at about eight per cent. That accounts 
for more than 90 per cent of electoral 
preference. If ZIP could persuade just 
Zoomers alone (who represent 40 per 
cent of the population) to vote their 
own interests to the point of returning 
10 per cent of the seats in the House of 
Commons, its influence, in this day of 
perpetual minority government, could 
be dramatic.

Party leader? How about Hazel mc-
Callion, 89, who’s been mayor of mis-
sissauga, Ont.,  for 31 consecutive years 
(she took 92 per cent of the vote in 
the last election) and who says as long 
as she’s alive, she’ll run again, against 
whomever, whenever. Deputy leader? 
Jean Chrétien, a mere stripling at 76, is 
still arguably the best natural politician 
in the country and certainly the most 
dangerous person to make fun of. Elec-
tion bauble? How about finally prom-
ising to make the turks and Caicos Is-
lands in the Caribbean part of Canada, 
thereby letting Canuck Zoomers stop 
pretending that Victoria is warm in Jan-
uary. Secret party manifesto? What else 
but george Carlin’s immortal: 

“The most unfair thing about life is 
the way it ends. I mean, life is tough. 
It takes up a lot of your time. What do 
you get at the end of it? Death! What’s 
that? A bonus? I think the life cycle is all 
backwards. You should die first, get it out 
of the way. Then you live in an old age 
home. You get kicked out when you’re 
too young, you get a gold watch, you go 
to work. You work 40 years until you’re 
young enough to enjoy your retirement. 
You do drugs and alcohol, you party, you 
get ready for high school. You go to grade 
school, you become a kid, you play, you 
have no responsibilities, you become  
a little baby, you go back into the womb, 
you spend your last nine months floating 
... and you finish off as an orgasm!”

Who wouldn’t vote for that?  
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In the late 1940s, shortly after I’d arrived 
in Montreal as the then-only child in a 
survivor family, I was sitting in a kin-
dergarten class learning English as the 
teacher recounted some kind of fairy 
tale involving a prince whose life is 
saved in battle by a sturdy page. In the 
happily-ever-after ending, the prince 
goes off to marry a beautiful princess, 
while his braver and stronger servant 
is left to curry the horses. My sense of 
the unfairness involved was so strong I 
stormed out of the class. The idea that 
any person should be owed “more” by 
society because of an accident of birth 
struck me as outrageous. A cocky, hard-
scrabble refugee kid, I had no respect for 
inherited privilege, which I also began 
to see in classmates around me. Later, I 
came to understand that a different kind 
of advantage lay with me and the stable-
hand: because we had to live and rise by 
our native wits, that pressure made us 
smarter and stronger. 

A few chapters ago, in this space, I 
wrote about my parents who, after work-
ing hard at menial jobs all their lives, 
had finally retired and were entering 
what my brother and sister and I hoped 
would be a well-deserved period of lei-
sure. We urged them to travel, to indulge 
themselves, to spend whatever they had 
accumulated on themselves. They large-
ly ignored us and, when they died and 
left us a financial inheritance that was so 

unexpected, we were shocked. As their 
kids, we hadn’t anticipated it, counted 
on it or, in any of our minds, deserved 
it. It was a disorienting and humbling 
experience.

These experiences taught me three les-
sons about notions of Inheritance and 
Birthright. They remain pertinent for 
a Zoomer generation entering its own 
“Legacy” time, sandwiched, with pres-
sures top and bottom, and coming out 
of a major economic downturn. They 
are: Live well. Do good. Die broke.

1. LIvE WELL
Many factors interfere with the ideal of 
seniors living well, but the self-imposed 
pressure to go without now so that 
something can be left for the kids later 
is a major complication. Taking the con-
trarian view, I advocate that Zoomers 
should, instead, use all or at least a sig-
nificant portion of any funds earmarked 
for bequests to improve our own stan-
dard of living.

For one thing, we deserve it. Having 
worked hard all our lives (and not just 
for ourselves), a little self-indulgence 
is not inappropriate. Take that trip, go 
around the world, buy that fancier car 
you’ve always wanted. When you down-
size from house to condo, spend that 
extra money on that dream kitchen. 
(Then, if you have any money left, refer 
to Section 2 below: “Do Good.”)

A second reason for living well now 
is that leaving an inheritance to benefit 
your children might not be a benefit to 
them at all. Historically, Birthright was 
a two-way street — future inheritance 
was traded for present obligation. A 
son would be promised the family farm 
with the understanding that he would 
take care of his parents in their dotage. 
Minus that obligation, however, inherit-
ance today is less a social contract and 
more a lottery win; it can also be a poi-
sonous proposition for both giver and 
heir. In the mid-1980s, John L. Levy, 

executive director of the C.G. Jung Insti-
tute of San Francisco, spent several years 
tracking the effects of inherited wealth 
on affluent families. He found that a dis-
proportionate number of the inheritors 
suffered from a lack of self-esteem and 
self-respect. “It’s hard for them to take 
much satisfaction in their accomplish-
ments,” Levy wrote, “since they always 
suspect that their successes are at least 
partly the result of the wealth and pos-
ition they were given.” 

With this in mind, Warren Buffett, 
the “Oracle of Omaha” and currently 
the third richest man in the world, has 
arranged to give most of his money not 
to his offspring but to Bill Gates’s charit-
able foundation. “My kids are going to 
carve out their own place in this world,” 
says Buffett, who considers bequeathing 
progeny with “a lifetime supply of food 
stamps just because they came out of the 
right womb” to be a harmful and “anti-
social” act. 

Help your kids buy a house or pay for 
a grandchild’s schooling while you’re 
alive, if you’re so inclined; but spare 
them the curse of the unearned jackpot. 
Besides, I’m pretty sure many adult chil-
dren are not unlike me and my siblings: 
they’d rather their parents spend their 
money on themselves than save it for 
distribution on death.

2. DO GOOD (OnWArD, 
ZOOMEr SOLDIErS!) 
This is where the money that’s left over 
after your trip to Paris or your bathroom 
reno comes in. It’s also where my idea 
of a “Zoomer Army” manifests. Because 
of our generation’s numbers and relative 
affluence, we have an unprecedented 
opportunity to enrich the world and 
future generations through the fund-
ing of good works and volunteerism. 
This kind of behaviour is already more 
visible among Zoomers; if people have 
surplus money or time, they’re giving  
it away. The establishment of foundations 

and endowments has become some-
thing of a fad du jour. From Gates-sized 
endeavours to small bequests which 
will last only as long as the original 
benefactor’s contribution, the prolifera-
tion is extraordinary and gratifying. For 
a diehard egalitarian who once sided 
with the page over the 
prince, this evolution 
of Legacy away from 
something aimed strict-
ly at biological offspring 
and toward society in 
general is a kind of vin-
dication. 

What, after all, are the 
uses of money in peace 
time but Education, En-
tertainment and Cult- 
ure? Zoomers today are 
sitting on opera boards, 
handing out tickets at 
Shakespeare in the Park 
and volunteering to drive 
other seniors to venues 
and events (not to men-
tion medical appoint-
ments). They’re involved 
in the kind of caring 
social activism, which 
has always had an enor-
mous, if sadly unmeas-
ured, impact. As I like 
to say to tough-minded 
financial hombres who 
are “just in it for the 
money”: travel the world 
and show me the statues 
erected to those who 
“Cut the Most Costs” or 
“Made the Most Money” 
in their lifetime. What 
you see in the art galler-
ies, museums and public 
squares are memorials 
to the great Writers and 
Poets, the Scientists and 
Lawgivers, the Statesmen, the Warriors, 
the Founders of Civilizations. Banks 
are where we go to get cash. Theatres, 
concert halls and houses of worship  
are where we go to nourish our souls. 

This Zoomer Army would have a built-
in bonus: it would make for great press! 
There is no better antidote to the growing 

propaganda that casts Zoomers as the 
Locust Generation, about to lay waste 
to the public purse with our impend-
ing health-care costs, than the alternate 
idea of Zoomers as an army of socially 
active people, dedicated to supporting 
indispensable cultural and caregiving 

institutions at a time when government 
spending is being cut back in precisely 
these areas. (When there’s a Social or 
Arts program failing in your neighbour-
hood, who you gonna call? The Zoomer 
Army!) Lost in all the moaning about 
our newly extended lifespan is the fact 
that for a good part of those extra years 

we’ll be active, revenue-positive cit- 
izens, consuming goods, creating jobs 
and helping ourselves and others. 

3. DIE BrOkE
 Some of you reading this are probably 
thinking this cute phrase has a certain 

morbid irony. Far from 
wanting to die broke, a 
lot of us are afraid we 
will. More to the point, 
we’re worried that we’ll 
go broke before we  
die. Given the latest ad- 
vances in age-related 
therapies and medical 
procedures, it’s hard to 
know whether we have 
10 years left or 20 or 
40. (Twenty-five years 
ago, financial planners 
recommended having 
enough funds to last to 
age 75; today, the tar-
get age is 95.) Where 10 
more years might seem 
feasible, 20 let alone 40  
without a constantly re-
freshed income flow 
might not be. The puz-
zle is, how do we calcu-
late and underwrite our 
remaining years so that 
we expire at precisely the 
point that the net worth 
points to empty?

Whatever the ob- 
stacles, though, dying  
broke, if it can be man-
aged, is a moral and 
artistic ideal — shapely 
and satisfying. There’s a 
time for amassing and  
a time for divesting, and 
a liberation in the latter 
you don’t get from the 

former. It’s akin to cosmically cleaning 
out your basement. 

There was a bumper sticker popular in 
the ’80s that read: “He who dies with the 
most toys wins.” nothing could be fur-
ther from the truth. He or she who gives 
the most away — goods, work, love — is 
the winner by far.  
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In the late 1940s, shortly after I’d arrived 
in Montreal as the then-only child in a 
survivor family, I was sitting in a kin-
dergarten class learning English as the 
teacher recounted some kind of fairy 
tale involving a prince whose life is 
saved in battle by a sturdy page. In the 
happily-ever-after ending, the prince 
goes off to marry a beautiful princess, 
while his braver and stronger servant 
is left to curry the horses. My sense of 
the unfairness involved was so strong I 
stormed out of the class. The idea that 
any person should be owed “more” by 
society because of an accident of birth 
struck me as outrageous. A cocky, hard-
scrabble refugee kid, I had no respect for 
inherited privilege, which I also began 
to see in classmates around me. Later, I 
came to understand that a different kind 
of advantage lay with me and the stable-
hand: because we had to live and rise by 
our native wits, that pressure made us 
smarter and stronger. 

A few chapters ago, in this space, I 
wrote about my parents who, after work-
ing hard at menial jobs all their lives, 
had finally retired and were entering 
what my brother and sister and I hoped 
would be a well-deserved period of lei-
sure. We urged them to travel, to indulge 
themselves, to spend whatever they had 
accumulated on themselves. They large-
ly ignored us and, when they died and 
left us a financial inheritance that was so 

unexpected, we were shocked. As their 
kids, we hadn’t anticipated it, counted 
on it or, in any of our minds, deserved 
it. It was a disorienting and humbling 
experience.

These experiences taught me three les-
sons about notions of Inheritance and 
Birthright. They remain pertinent for 
a Zoomer generation entering its own 
“Legacy” time, sandwiched, with pres-
sures top and bottom, and coming out 
of a major economic downturn. They 
are: Live well. Do good. Die broke.

1. LIvE WELL
Many factors interfere with the ideal of 
seniors living well, but the self-imposed 
pressure to go without now so that 
something can be left for the kids later 
is a major complication. Taking the con-
trarian view, I advocate that Zoomers 
should, instead, use all or at least a sig-
nificant portion of any funds earmarked 
for bequests to improve our own stan-
dard of living.

For one thing, we deserve it. Having 
worked hard all our lives (and not just 
for ourselves), a little self-indulgence 
is not inappropriate. Take that trip, go 
around the world, buy that fancier car 
you’ve always wanted. When you down-
size from house to condo, spend that 
extra money on that dream kitchen. 
(Then, if you have any money left, refer 
to Section 2 below: “Do Good.”)

A second reason for living well now 
is that leaving an inheritance to benefit 
your children might not be a benefit to 
them at all. Historically, Birthright was 
a two-way street — future inheritance 
was traded for present obligation. A 
son would be promised the family farm 
with the understanding that he would 
take care of his parents in their dotage. 
Minus that obligation, however, inherit-
ance today is less a social contract and 
more a lottery win; it can also be a poi-
sonous proposition for both giver and 
heir. In the mid-1980s, John L. Levy, 

executive director of the C.G. Jung Insti-
tute of San Francisco, spent several years 
tracking the effects of inherited wealth 
on affluent families. He found that a dis-
proportionate number of the inheritors 
suffered from a lack of self-esteem and 
self-respect. “It’s hard for them to take 
much satisfaction in their accomplish-
ments,” Levy wrote, “since they always 
suspect that their successes are at least 
partly the result of the wealth and pos-
ition they were given.” 

With this in mind, Warren Buffett, 
the “Oracle of Omaha” and currently 
the third richest man in the world, has 
arranged to give most of his money not 
to his offspring but to Bill Gates’s charit-
able foundation. “My kids are going to 
carve out their own place in this world,” 
says Buffett, who considers bequeathing 
progeny with “a lifetime supply of food 
stamps just because they came out of the 
right womb” to be a harmful and “anti-
social” act. 

Help your kids buy a house or pay for 
a grandchild’s schooling while you’re 
alive, if you’re so inclined; but spare 
them the curse of the unearned jackpot. 
Besides, I’m pretty sure many adult chil-
dren are not unlike me and my siblings: 
they’d rather their parents spend their 
money on themselves than save it for 
distribution on death.

2. DO GOOD (OnWArD, 
ZOOMEr SOLDIErS!) 
This is where the money that’s left over 
after your trip to Paris or your bathroom 
reno comes in. It’s also where my idea 
of a “Zoomer Army” manifests. Because 
of our generation’s numbers and relative 
affluence, we have an unprecedented 
opportunity to enrich the world and 
future generations through the fund-
ing of good works and volunteerism. 
This kind of behaviour is already more 
visible among Zoomers; if people have 
surplus money or time, they’re giving  
it away. The establishment of foundations 

and endowments has become some-
thing of a fad du jour. From Gates-sized 
endeavours to small bequests which 
will last only as long as the original 
benefactor’s contribution, the prolifera-
tion is extraordinary and gratifying. For 
a diehard egalitarian who once sided 
with the page over the 
prince, this evolution 
of Legacy away from 
something aimed strict-
ly at biological offspring 
and toward society in 
general is a kind of vin-
dication. 

What, after all, are the 
uses of money in peace 
time but Education, En-
tertainment and Cult- 
ure? Zoomers today are 
sitting on opera boards, 
handing out tickets at 
Shakespeare in the Park 
and volunteering to drive 
other seniors to venues 
and events (not to men-
tion medical appoint-
ments). They’re involved 
in the kind of caring 
social activism, which 
has always had an enor-
mous, if sadly unmeas-
ured, impact. As I like 
to say to tough-minded 
financial hombres who 
are “just in it for the 
money”: travel the world 
and show me the statues 
erected to those who 
“Cut the Most Costs” or 
“Made the Most Money” 
in their lifetime. What 
you see in the art galler-
ies, museums and public 
squares are memorials 
to the great Writers and 
Poets, the Scientists and 
Lawgivers, the Statesmen, the Warriors, 
the Founders of Civilizations. Banks 
are where we go to get cash. Theatres, 
concert halls and houses of worship  
are where we go to nourish our souls. 

This Zoomer Army would have a built-
in bonus: it would make for great press! 
There is no better antidote to the growing 

propaganda that casts Zoomers as the 
Locust Generation, about to lay waste 
to the public purse with our impend-
ing health-care costs, than the alternate 
idea of Zoomers as an army of socially 
active people, dedicated to supporting 
indispensable cultural and caregiving 

institutions at a time when government 
spending is being cut back in precisely 
these areas. (When there’s a Social or 
Arts program failing in your neighbour-
hood, who you gonna call? The Zoomer 
Army!) Lost in all the moaning about 
our newly extended lifespan is the fact 
that for a good part of those extra years 

we’ll be active, revenue-positive cit- 
izens, consuming goods, creating jobs 
and helping ourselves and others. 

3. DIE BrOkE
 Some of you reading this are probably 
thinking this cute phrase has a certain 

morbid irony. Far from 
wanting to die broke, a 
lot of us are afraid we 
will. More to the point, 
we’re worried that we’ll 
go broke before we  
die. Given the latest ad- 
vances in age-related 
therapies and medical 
procedures, it’s hard to 
know whether we have 
10 years left or 20 or 
40. (Twenty-five years 
ago, financial planners 
recommended having 
enough funds to last to 
age 75; today, the tar-
get age is 95.) Where 10 
more years might seem 
feasible, 20 let alone 40  
without a constantly re-
freshed income flow 
might not be. The puz-
zle is, how do we calcu-
late and underwrite our 
remaining years so that 
we expire at precisely the 
point that the net worth 
points to empty?

Whatever the ob- 
stacles, though, dying  
broke, if it can be man-
aged, is a moral and 
artistic ideal — shapely 
and satisfying. There’s a 
time for amassing and  
a time for divesting, and 
a liberation in the latter 
you don’t get from the 

former. It’s akin to cosmically cleaning 
out your basement. 

There was a bumper sticker popular in 
the ’80s that read: “He who dies with the 
most toys wins.” nothing could be fur-
ther from the truth. He or she who gives 
the most away — goods, work, love — is 
the winner by far.  
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the frail, including doctor visits, 
hospital stays and procedures, and 
public caregiving costs in both nurs-
ing home and home settings, means 
that aging Canadians will incur an 
exponentially higher health-care cost 
than other age groups. Well, while it’s 
true that the health-care cost is de- 
finitely heavier for seniors, the degree 
by which it’s heavier appears to be far 
smaller than predictions would have 
us believe. According to the latest Sta-
tistics Canada reports, 90 per cent of 
Canadians age 65 and over have vis-
ited a medical doctor “in the past 12 
months.” This may seem 
high, until you consider 
that 82.8 per cent of Ca-
nadians between 45 and 
64 have also seen doc-
tors in the past year; not 
to mention 80 per cent 
of 35- to 44-year-olds, 
78.2 per cent of 15- to 
19-year-olds and, no sur-
prise, at least 85 per cent 
of all children under 12.

So yeS, the argument 
can be made that se-
niors see doctors more 
often and for longer ap-
pointments than young 
-er people in any giv-
en year — there have 
been stories in the press  
of family physicians rejecting new 
patients if they’re elderly — but the  
difference in time taken isn’t that 
much and, going back to that tax-
filing rate, it would appear seniors are 
paying in full for the extra service. 

But wait again. Where approxi-
mately eight per cent of Canadians 
between the ages of 25 and 44 will 
see a health professional about men-
tal health issues in the coming year, 
only 2.4 per cent of people aged 65 
and over will. Whether or not this 
means we’re four times saner than 
our kids and grandkids, we’re defi-
nitely costing society less here and  

also refuting the “depressed elderly”  
stereotype.     

Perhaps the most dramatic evidence 
against the tsunami health-crisis the-
sis is the answer to this simplest of all 
questions: “How do you feel?” Pose 
this question to a group of 40-year-
olds, as was done in the 2005 Canadian  
Community Health Survey, and 92 per 
cent will describe their physical health 
as “good,” “very good” or “excellent.” 
Ask a group of 60-year-olds the same 
question, and 83 per cent will give  
you the same good-to-excellent re-
sponse; 70-year-olds — 78 per cent; 

80-year-olds — 67 per cent. If this 
seems like some old people gilding 
the lily by overestimating their ac-
tual physical hardiness, another table 
in that same survey, which used ob-
jective medical professional assess-
ment as opposed to self-assessment, 
found that more than 70 per cent of 
70-year-old Canadians were in “very 
good or perfect functional health.” 
Even 80-year-olds topped the 50 per 
cent mark. 

FACt IS — the Chorus of oy and the 
Pain-of-the-Day Club notwithstand-
ing — the majority of older Canadians 

today are healthy, thanks to the main-
streaming of fitness, proper diet and 
nutrition, and other wellness prac- 
tices. Most debilitating conditions 
and catastrophic pathologies don’t oc-
cur till after the age of 80 and, increas-
ingly, not till after 85. Regrettably, this 
profile doesn’t jibe with media-driven 
popular perception. The tsunami sce-
nario sees the Zoomer demographic, 
with our large numbers and increased 
life expectancy, as a group of people 
who are destined to spend most of 
their time simply staying alive and 
costing everybody else money. Well, 

while “staying alive” was 
a catchy refrain during 
the disco era, just stay-
ing alive is no way to 
live! And it’s not the way 
we do live! At the risk of 
calling Zoomers to the 
barricades again, I think 
it’s incumbent on us to 
set the record straight 
about the “threat” our 
aging bodies represent to 
future generations. We 
don’t wish to inundate 
anyone under a sea of 
our health care–inflicted 
debt, and chances are 
very good that we won’t. 
Old age isn’t a disease 
any more than infancy is. 
Most Zoomers are active, 

contributing members of society, and 
we’ll be that way for the lion’s share of 
our aging years. Just staying alive is 
not our preference; living well till we 
die is. Complaining about our aches 
and pains occasionally and sitting on 
the sofa is undoubtedly our right — as 
some of you have pointed out — but 
so is being treated as something other 
than the enemy. 

So spread the word: when it comes 
to health and wellness, we’re not just 
part of the problem, we’re actually 
part of the solution. We might even  
be worth more to the world alive  
than dead.  

over the course of writing The Zoom-
er Philosophy, I’ve received one set of 
reader comments that has intrigued 
me and which I’ve come to identify, 
pardon the yiddishism, as the Chorus 
of Oy. “Oy,” the chorus runs, “Give us 
a rest, please! Stop telling us to keep 
on keeping on! Stop pursuing us to 
get politically active and create the 
Zoomer Inclusive Party! Stop recruit-
ing us as volunteers in your Zoomer 
Army! Stop trying to convince us to 
spend enough and give enough that 
we die broke! We’re tired! We just 
want to sit in the living room and veg 
out a little. We’ve earned the right to 
be quiet. Besides, everything hurts.”

I’m not unsympathetic to the Cho-
rus of oy; it strikes a chord with 
most people of a certain age, espe-
cially those of us who’ve joined what 
a friend of mine calls the Pain-of-the-
Day Club. “every morning when I get 
up,” she says, “I sit in bed for a second 
and wonder, ‘okay, what’s going to 
hurt today?’ ” There can be something 
therapeutic about surrendering to a 
little pleasurable kvetching and krech-
tzing about our health. It’s a time-hon-
oured ritual. Therefore, I hereby grant 
all of you a period of grace in which to 
sit back and moan luxuriously about 
your weariness and your aches and 
pains. Starting now.

FInISHeD? GooD. Because that’s 
about all the time we can afford. When 
it comes to issues of health and well-
ness for today’s Seniors, there is a crisis 
that requires our immediate attention: 
the belief that an aging “tsunami” of 
Zoomers represents a financial catas-
trophe in the making. The supposed 
problems are the health-care and pen-
sion burdens we are about to impose 
on succeeding generations, as they 
struggle to pay for our huge, decaying 
demographic. This belief has achieved 
the status of gospel. open any news-
paper, walk into any bookstore, type 
“Boomer” and “Crisis” into Google 
and you can’t avoid dire predictions of 
the sky falling. 

But it turns out to be more illusion 
than gospel. What appears to be intui-
tively obvious is not backed up by a lot 
of empirical evidence. So allow me to 
spread a little doubt. 

The health-care tsunami thesis 
is based on a simple equation. At 
roughly the same time that our mas-
sive generation begins to cut back 
from work in a serious way, we’ll also 
begin taking up a disproportionate 
percentage of the health-care budget. 
The problem is exacerbated, goes the 
argument, because there are so many 
of us and because we’ll very likely live 
longer than our own parents did. If 
life expectancy were still 65, as it was 
in the early 1940s, it would be one 
thing; but life expectancy is now ap-
proaching 81, which means an extra 
20 years or so on what the theory sees 
as a “health-care dole.”  Thus, Zoom-
ers are destined to take far more out of 
the public coffers than we put in. And 
because succeeding generations are 
considerably smaller than we Boom-
ers/Zoomers, where in 2005 there 
were four workers “supporting” each 

retiree, by 2031 there will be only two. 
ergo, we will no longer represent a net 
gain, but a net drain.

Let’S StARt with the first half of the 
equation: how much will we actually 
contribute to society as we become a 
generation of Seniors and elders and 
what I call The Immortals (100-plus)? 
In the year 2009, Canadians 45 years of 
age and older (our Zoomer baseline) 
numbered approximately 14 million, 
or about 42 per cent of the total popu-
lation of 34 million. These millions of 
Canadians made up 53 per cent of all 
tax-filers. What’s often overlooked in 
discussions of the senior burden is the 
fact that most retirees and pensioners 
continue to pay tax. And this comes 
after working lifetimes already spent 
investing a considerable portion of 
their own earnings into RRSPs and 
supplemental pension plans, so they 
can enjoy the “privilege” of withdraw-
ing their own now-taxable funds in 
their later years. By the year 2031, it’s 
projected that there will be about 19 
million Canadians age 45 and older, or 
49 per cent of a total projected popu-
lation of 39 million. By extrapolation, 
Zoomers at that point will comprise 
63 per cent of all Canadian tax-filers.

Unless we all receive tax refunds, the 
model suggests that we will be paying 
for the lion’s share of government ex-
penditures in 2031 — but we’ll still be 
barely half of the population. Not only 
will we be paying for ourselves, cover-
ing all our own costs, but we might well 
be helping cover health-care costs for 
the next population waves as well. Such 
is the power of the Zoomer “tsunami.”  

But wait, won’t Zoomers consume 
far more than simply their propor-
tional amount of health care? Medi-
cal care for the aging, and especially 
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the frail, including doctor visits, 
hospital stays and procedures, and 
public caregiving costs in both nurs-
ing home and home settings, means 
that aging Canadians will incur an 
exponentially higher health-care cost 
than other age groups. Well, while it’s 
true that the health-care cost is de- 
finitely heavier for seniors, the degree 
by which it’s heavier appears to be far 
smaller than predictions would have 
us believe. According to the latest Sta-
tistics Canada reports, 90 per cent of 
Canadians age 65 and over have vis-
ited a medical doctor “in the past 12 
months.” This may seem 
high, until you consider 
that 82.8 per cent of Ca-
nadians between 45 and 
64 have also seen doc-
tors in the past year; not 
to mention 80 per cent 
of 35- to 44-year-olds, 
78.2 per cent of 15- to 
19-year-olds and, no sur-
prise, at least 85 per cent 
of all children under 12.

So yeS, the argument 
can be made that se-
niors see doctors more 
often and for longer ap-
pointments than young 
-er people in any giv-
en year — there have 
been stories in the press  
of family physicians rejecting new 
patients if they’re elderly — but the  
difference in time taken isn’t that 
much and, going back to that tax-
filing rate, it would appear seniors are 
paying in full for the extra service. 

But wait again. Where approxi-
mately eight per cent of Canadians 
between the ages of 25 and 44 will 
see a health professional about men-
tal health issues in the coming year, 
only 2.4 per cent of people aged 65 
and over will. Whether or not this 
means we’re four times saner than 
our kids and grandkids, we’re defi-
nitely costing society less here and  

also refuting the “depressed elderly”  
stereotype.     

Perhaps the most dramatic evidence 
against the tsunami health-crisis the-
sis is the answer to this simplest of all 
questions: “How do you feel?” Pose 
this question to a group of 40-year-
olds, as was done in the 2005 Canadian  
Community Health Survey, and 92 per 
cent will describe their physical health 
as “good,” “very good” or “excellent.” 
Ask a group of 60-year-olds the same 
question, and 83 per cent will give  
you the same good-to-excellent re-
sponse; 70-year-olds — 78 per cent; 

80-year-olds — 67 per cent. If this 
seems like some old people gilding 
the lily by overestimating their ac-
tual physical hardiness, another table 
in that same survey, which used ob-
jective medical professional assess-
ment as opposed to self-assessment, 
found that more than 70 per cent of 
70-year-old Canadians were in “very 
good or perfect functional health.” 
Even 80-year-olds topped the 50 per 
cent mark. 

FACt IS — the Chorus of oy and the 
Pain-of-the-Day Club notwithstand-
ing — the majority of older Canadians 

today are healthy, thanks to the main-
streaming of fitness, proper diet and 
nutrition, and other wellness prac- 
tices. Most debilitating conditions 
and catastrophic pathologies don’t oc-
cur till after the age of 80 and, increas-
ingly, not till after 85. Regrettably, this 
profile doesn’t jibe with media-driven 
popular perception. The tsunami sce-
nario sees the Zoomer demographic, 
with our large numbers and increased 
life expectancy, as a group of people 
who are destined to spend most of 
their time simply staying alive and 
costing everybody else money. Well, 

while “staying alive” was 
a catchy refrain during 
the disco era, just stay-
ing alive is no way to 
live! And it’s not the way 
we do live! At the risk of 
calling Zoomers to the 
barricades again, I think 
it’s incumbent on us to 
set the record straight 
about the “threat” our 
aging bodies represent to 
future generations. We 
don’t wish to inundate 
anyone under a sea of 
our health care–inflicted 
debt, and chances are 
very good that we won’t. 
Old age isn’t a disease 
any more than infancy is. 
Most Zoomers are active, 

contributing members of society, and 
we’ll be that way for the lion’s share of 
our aging years. Just staying alive is 
not our preference; living well till we 
die is. Complaining about our aches 
and pains occasionally and sitting on 
the sofa is undoubtedly our right — as 
some of you have pointed out — but 
so is being treated as something other 
than the enemy. 

So spread the word: when it comes 
to health and wellness, we’re not just 
part of the problem, we’re actually 
part of the solution. We might even  
be worth more to the world alive  
than dead.  

over the course of writing The Zoom-
er Philosophy, I’ve received one set of 
reader comments that has intrigued 
me and which I’ve come to identify, 
pardon the yiddishism, as the Chorus 
of Oy. “Oy,” the chorus runs, “Give us 
a rest, please! Stop telling us to keep 
on keeping on! Stop pursuing us to 
get politically active and create the 
Zoomer Inclusive Party! Stop recruit-
ing us as volunteers in your Zoomer 
Army! Stop trying to convince us to 
spend enough and give enough that 
we die broke! We’re tired! We just 
want to sit in the living room and veg 
out a little. We’ve earned the right to 
be quiet. Besides, everything hurts.”

I’m not unsympathetic to the Cho-
rus of oy; it strikes a chord with 
most people of a certain age, espe-
cially those of us who’ve joined what 
a friend of mine calls the Pain-of-the-
Day Club. “every morning when I get 
up,” she says, “I sit in bed for a second 
and wonder, ‘okay, what’s going to 
hurt today?’ ” There can be something 
therapeutic about surrendering to a 
little pleasurable kvetching and krech-
tzing about our health. It’s a time-hon-
oured ritual. Therefore, I hereby grant 
all of you a period of grace in which to 
sit back and moan luxuriously about 
your weariness and your aches and 
pains. Starting now.

FInISHeD? GooD. Because that’s 
about all the time we can afford. When 
it comes to issues of health and well-
ness for today’s Seniors, there is a crisis 
that requires our immediate attention: 
the belief that an aging “tsunami” of 
Zoomers represents a financial catas-
trophe in the making. The supposed 
problems are the health-care and pen-
sion burdens we are about to impose 
on succeeding generations, as they 
struggle to pay for our huge, decaying 
demographic. This belief has achieved 
the status of gospel. open any news-
paper, walk into any bookstore, type 
“Boomer” and “Crisis” into Google 
and you can’t avoid dire predictions of 
the sky falling. 

But it turns out to be more illusion 
than gospel. What appears to be intui-
tively obvious is not backed up by a lot 
of empirical evidence. So allow me to 
spread a little doubt. 

The health-care tsunami thesis 
is based on a simple equation. At 
roughly the same time that our mas-
sive generation begins to cut back 
from work in a serious way, we’ll also 
begin taking up a disproportionate 
percentage of the health-care budget. 
The problem is exacerbated, goes the 
argument, because there are so many 
of us and because we’ll very likely live 
longer than our own parents did. If 
life expectancy were still 65, as it was 
in the early 1940s, it would be one 
thing; but life expectancy is now ap-
proaching 81, which means an extra 
20 years or so on what the theory sees 
as a “health-care dole.”  Thus, Zoom-
ers are destined to take far more out of 
the public coffers than we put in. And 
because succeeding generations are 
considerably smaller than we Boom-
ers/Zoomers, where in 2005 there 
were four workers “supporting” each 

retiree, by 2031 there will be only two. 
ergo, we will no longer represent a net 
gain, but a net drain.

Let’S StARt with the first half of the 
equation: how much will we actually 
contribute to society as we become a 
generation of Seniors and elders and 
what I call The Immortals (100-plus)? 
In the year 2009, Canadians 45 years of 
age and older (our Zoomer baseline) 
numbered approximately 14 million, 
or about 42 per cent of the total popu-
lation of 34 million. These millions of 
Canadians made up 53 per cent of all 
tax-filers. What’s often overlooked in 
discussions of the senior burden is the 
fact that most retirees and pensioners 
continue to pay tax. And this comes 
after working lifetimes already spent 
investing a considerable portion of 
their own earnings into RRSPs and 
supplemental pension plans, so they 
can enjoy the “privilege” of withdraw-
ing their own now-taxable funds in 
their later years. By the year 2031, it’s 
projected that there will be about 19 
million Canadians age 45 and older, or 
49 per cent of a total projected popu-
lation of 39 million. By extrapolation, 
Zoomers at that point will comprise 
63 per cent of all Canadian tax-filers.

Unless we all receive tax refunds, the 
model suggests that we will be paying 
for the lion’s share of government ex-
penditures in 2031 — but we’ll still be 
barely half of the population. Not only 
will we be paying for ourselves, cover-
ing all our own costs, but we might well 
be helping cover health-care costs for 
the next population waves as well. Such 
is the power of the Zoomer “tsunami.”  

But wait, won’t Zoomers consume 
far more than simply their propor-
tional amount of health care? Medi-
cal care for the aging, and especially 
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es and thermostats should be installed 
at a lower than standard height — 
three to four feet up — and electrical 
plugs should be at least 18 inches off 
the ground (who wouldn’t appreciate 
being able to pop in a phone charger 
without having to crawl about?).  

To accommodate those who might 
put in an elevator at some future 
date, floors should have large clos-
ets stacked one on top of the other, 
creating a ready-made vertical shaft 
(who can’t use another large closet?). 
And to combat the isolation, an is-
sue for seniors who live on their own, 
buildings should be pre-wired for 
electronic monitoring systems. These 
can sense if someone has fallen or if 
medication is being taken in 
proper amounts and at the 
right times.

The home is just the begin-
ning; Universal Design can 
be applied to all manner of 
related products and services. 
Terry Riley, a 64-year-old psy-
chologist who lives in Santa 
Fe, New mexico, has spent 
most of his professional life 
advising companies in ways to 
make their products easier for 
Zoomers to use. on a design 
team, Riley says, his job was to 
represent the customer, or end 
user, which meant he fought an uphill 
battle against the team’s engineers, 
who were determined to keep costs 
down and be clever. Clever turned out 
to mean more complicated, while Ri-
ley’s mantra was the opposite: keep it 
simple. Today, Riley runs a company 
called Geezer Design (www.geezer 
design.com), a consulting service for 
companies interested in tailoring their 
wares to the Zoomer demographic. 
he says, “Given the rising bubble in 
the retired population as the baby 
boomers come of age and also given 
the amount of money they’re carrying 
in their pockets, it seems to me a logi-
cal way to extend my work.” 

But what distinguishes Riley’s take 
on U.D. is that he thinks that another 

important factor as we age, in addi-
tion to the change in our physical dex-
terity, is the change in our cognitive 
capabilities. “Don’t make me code and 
de-code,” he says. “I may want to learn 
new things but not everything or all 
the time. Above all, don’t give me so 
many options.”  

The Jitterbug phone, which Samsung 
brought out in 2006 specifically for 
older cellphone users (only available 
in the U.S.), is an ideal U.D. product 
because, with its larger buttons and 
fewer functions, it does well the basic 
thing that a phone should do: make 
and receive calls. Such is the Zoomer 
appetite for clean and logical design 
that if car companies could today be 

weaned from their infatuation with 
the younger demographics, Riley’s 
convinced they could sell stripped-
down versions of their products to 
seniors. “The people with the money 
aren’t the 18- to 45-year-olds. Why 
aren’t these designers thinking about 
and selling to the boomers?”

Good question! The situation is baf-
fling, sometimes infuriating. Terry Ri-
ley happens to be a rare creature in his 
chosen field of expertise. he has, he 
says to his own amazement and mine, 
virtually no competition (he attributes 
this to a lack of interest in the field in 
general, which is why he was so sur-
prised to be contacted by us). one 
reason for this indifference might be 
a feeling among marketers that selling 

to the 45-plus lacks glitz and glamour. 
Another might be the equally inane 
notion that we don’t care, that we’re 
content to make do with a universe 
of products and systems that doesn’t 
acknowledge us as an important and 
distinct consuming force. Not this 
Zoomer. I fully intend to try some 
retroactive Universal Designing of my 
own. I’m going to see if I can convert 
the home I love into one I can continue 
to live in into my 80s and 90s. It won’t 
be easy. The house sits in a ravine plus 
or minus 50 rough-hewn steps down 
from the street and the parking area. 
once inside, it’s five storeys tall, two 
above and two below a ground-floor 
entrance, with steps ranging from 

steep to very steep. Constant-
ly running up and down the 
stairs is an excellent form of 
functional exercise (weaving 
exercise into daily activities), 
but what about the day my 
knees give out? Do I build a 
bridge or dig a tunnel? Create 
a funicular to offload grocer-
ies and bags? And what about 
the cost of that elevator? 

BACk WheRe We started in 
the world of fashion, it turns 
out that Not Your Daughter’s 
Jeans has recently fulfilled 
the criterion of Universal De-

sign — it has crossed over. According 
to Samantha Resnick, a 21-year-old 
sales associate for hill Street Blues, 
a jeans store in the Greater Toronto 
Area, young mothers in their 30s 
have started asking for similarly cut 
and elasticized jeans after they’ve had 
their children. Now, Not Your Daugh-
ter’s Jeans run the risk of one day be-
coming exactly that. 

one more thing you might find in-
teresting: the name, Not Your Daugh-
ter’s Jeans, was not coined by the com-
pany founder, Lisa Rudes Sandel, but 
by her father, George Rudes, whom 
she lured out of retirement to join the 
business, and who, she says, was criti-
cal to its success.

he’s 79.  

oNe oF mY peT peeveS has been 
the supposed incompatibility of the 
Zoomer world and the world of fash-
ion. For some reason, people past a 
certain age are expected to surren-
der to the party line that fashion is 
shallow and consumerist. But to me, 
fashion is deeply relevant because it’s 
a telling indicator as to whether you 
consider yourself in the world or out 
of it; whether you see yourself as a still 
attractive, active person, regardless of 
age. If, after retirement, you have an-
other 30 years of life, are you never go-
ing to buy another garment? Are you 
going to keep trying to stuff yourself 
into your 30-year-old clothes or, most 
pitifully, attempt to pour yourself 
into a pair of the de rigueur low-rise 
jeans, which even 18-year-old bodies 
can’t make look attractive? Far more 
credible to me is a sentiment recently 
cited in the National Post: “…the time 
has long passed when one can say of 
a 68-year-old woman that she is ‘still’ 
beautiful, the snarky little modifier, 
all buzzy with irony, signifying some 
kind of miracle that one so elderly 
could be attractive.”

But lo, help is on the horizon, in  
the shape of a new jeans company 
called Not Your Daughter’s Jeans.  
Frustrated by her inability to look 
good or be comfortable in the ever 
lower low-rise variety, the company’s 
founder designed a garment which 
provides enough elasticity that the 
denim “sculpts and gives you the ap-

pearance of a lifted derrière.” Not only 
do mature women look better but the 
jeans are also comfy enough that the 
company did more than $50 million 
in sales last year. It’s not surprising. 
Not Your Daughter’s Jeans happens to 
be a perfect example of a design move-
ment that has the potential to change 
the style and lifestyle opportunities 
available to Zoomers in a profound 
way, a movement we should be pro-
moting vigorously: Universal Design.

UNIveRSAL DeSIGN (U.D.) was 
the brainchild of an American archi-
tect named Ron mace working some 
25 years ago at North Carolina State 
University. mace, who had polio as a 
child and used a wheelchair (he died 
in 1998 at the age of 56), coined the 
term in the late 1980s. “Universal de-
sign,” he wrote, “is the design of prod-
ucts and environments to be usable by 
all people, to the greatest extent possi-
ble, without the need for adaptation.” 
Barrier-free design, which specifically 
focused on providing disabled people 
with increased access, already existed; 
U.D. was a more general statement. By 
expanding its target group, the move-
ment became relevant for another 
and growing segment of the popula-
tion — Zoomers — and the crucial 
problem many of us are now facing: 
namely, how to continue to live in 
our homes as we age. I love my home 
and would love to continue to live in 
it, even though it’s definitely not de-
signed for late-life living. In fact, after 
the supposed “dictum” that seniors 
can’t be fashionable (and sexy), my 
next greatest peeve is the notion that 
the majority of us will have no choice 
but to leave our homes (along with the 
things we care about and the neigh-
bourhoods we know) and go into ei-
ther an assisted living community or 
a nursing home.

Susan Ruptash is an architect with 
the Toronto firm Quadrangle. She 
started out 20 years ago designing 
barrier-free buildings for people with 
paraplegia but has now branched out 
into applying U.D. principles in the 
construction of senior housing. For 
Ruptash, to provide flexibility as ho-
meowners age, there are three critical 
U.D. elements that should be incorpo-
rated into any home at the time of its 
construction. The first is ground-level 
access, so occupants can get in and out 
of the front door without steps. Sec-
ond, doors and corridors need to be 
built wider than usual, wide enough 
for a wheelchair or a walker. Third, 
there needs to be a full bathroom or 
a rough-in for a full bathroom on the 
main floor. 

The striking thing about these mod-
ifications is how cheap they are to 
make when a home is being built and 
what an expensive hassle they are to 
install after the fact. The second strik-
ing thing is that virtually all of them 
also represent improvements in con-
venience and safety for people who 
aren’t aging or disabled; i.e., what’s 
good for Zoomers can also be good 
for the population at large! Ground-
level front-door access isn’t just easier 
for a 90-year-old; it’s also easier for 
a parent with a toddler or someone 
returning from a business trip with 
two suitcases (I can attest to the lat-
ter). The same holds true for other 
U.D. suggestions. Door handles in the 
house should be lever-style instead 
of round, including the faucets and 
cabinet handles (easier for everyone). 
The windows should be large with 
low windowsills, so that people who 
are either bedridden or in wheelchairs 
can enjoy the view and still “connect 
with the outdoors” (better light for ev-
eryone). There should be safety grab 
bars in the bathroom(s). Light switch-
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es and thermostats should be installed 
at a lower than standard height — 
three to four feet up — and electrical 
plugs should be at least 18 inches off 
the ground (who wouldn’t appreciate 
being able to pop in a phone charger 
without having to crawl about?).  

To accommodate those who might 
put in an elevator at some future 
date, floors should have large clos-
ets stacked one on top of the other, 
creating a ready-made vertical shaft 
(who can’t use another large closet?). 
And to combat the isolation, an is-
sue for seniors who live on their own, 
buildings should be pre-wired for 
electronic monitoring systems. These 
can sense if someone has fallen or if 
medication is being taken in 
proper amounts and at the 
right times.

The home is just the begin-
ning; Universal Design can 
be applied to all manner of 
related products and services. 
Terry Riley, a 64-year-old psy-
chologist who lives in Santa 
Fe, New mexico, has spent 
most of his professional life 
advising companies in ways to 
make their products easier for 
Zoomers to use. on a design 
team, Riley says, his job was to 
represent the customer, or end 
user, which meant he fought an uphill 
battle against the team’s engineers, 
who were determined to keep costs 
down and be clever. Clever turned out 
to mean more complicated, while Ri-
ley’s mantra was the opposite: keep it 
simple. Today, Riley runs a company 
called Geezer Design (www.geezer 
design.com), a consulting service for 
companies interested in tailoring their 
wares to the Zoomer demographic. 
he says, “Given the rising bubble in 
the retired population as the baby 
boomers come of age and also given 
the amount of money they’re carrying 
in their pockets, it seems to me a logi-
cal way to extend my work.” 

But what distinguishes Riley’s take 
on U.D. is that he thinks that another 

important factor as we age, in addi-
tion to the change in our physical dex-
terity, is the change in our cognitive 
capabilities. “Don’t make me code and 
de-code,” he says. “I may want to learn 
new things but not everything or all 
the time. Above all, don’t give me so 
many options.”  

The Jitterbug phone, which Samsung 
brought out in 2006 specifically for 
older cellphone users (only available 
in the U.S.), is an ideal U.D. product 
because, with its larger buttons and 
fewer functions, it does well the basic 
thing that a phone should do: make 
and receive calls. Such is the Zoomer 
appetite for clean and logical design 
that if car companies could today be 

weaned from their infatuation with 
the younger demographics, Riley’s 
convinced they could sell stripped-
down versions of their products to 
seniors. “The people with the money 
aren’t the 18- to 45-year-olds. Why 
aren’t these designers thinking about 
and selling to the boomers?”

Good question! The situation is baf-
fling, sometimes infuriating. Terry Ri-
ley happens to be a rare creature in his 
chosen field of expertise. he has, he 
says to his own amazement and mine, 
virtually no competition (he attributes 
this to a lack of interest in the field in 
general, which is why he was so sur-
prised to be contacted by us). one 
reason for this indifference might be 
a feeling among marketers that selling 

to the 45-plus lacks glitz and glamour. 
Another might be the equally inane 
notion that we don’t care, that we’re 
content to make do with a universe 
of products and systems that doesn’t 
acknowledge us as an important and 
distinct consuming force. Not this 
Zoomer. I fully intend to try some 
retroactive Universal Designing of my 
own. I’m going to see if I can convert 
the home I love into one I can continue 
to live in into my 80s and 90s. It won’t 
be easy. The house sits in a ravine plus 
or minus 50 rough-hewn steps down 
from the street and the parking area. 
once inside, it’s five storeys tall, two 
above and two below a ground-floor 
entrance, with steps ranging from 

steep to very steep. Constant-
ly running up and down the 
stairs is an excellent form of 
functional exercise (weaving 
exercise into daily activities), 
but what about the day my 
knees give out? Do I build a 
bridge or dig a tunnel? Create 
a funicular to offload grocer-
ies and bags? And what about 
the cost of that elevator? 

BACk WheRe We started in 
the world of fashion, it turns 
out that Not Your Daughter’s 
Jeans has recently fulfilled 
the criterion of Universal De-

sign — it has crossed over. According 
to Samantha Resnick, a 21-year-old 
sales associate for hill Street Blues, 
a jeans store in the Greater Toronto 
Area, young mothers in their 30s 
have started asking for similarly cut 
and elasticized jeans after they’ve had 
their children. Now, Not Your Daugh-
ter’s Jeans run the risk of one day be-
coming exactly that. 

one more thing you might find in-
teresting: the name, Not Your Daugh-
ter’s Jeans, was not coined by the com-
pany founder, Lisa Rudes Sandel, but 
by her father, George Rudes, whom 
she lured out of retirement to join the 
business, and who, she says, was criti-
cal to its success.

he’s 79.  

oNe oF mY peT peeveS has been 
the supposed incompatibility of the 
Zoomer world and the world of fash-
ion. For some reason, people past a 
certain age are expected to surren-
der to the party line that fashion is 
shallow and consumerist. But to me, 
fashion is deeply relevant because it’s 
a telling indicator as to whether you 
consider yourself in the world or out 
of it; whether you see yourself as a still 
attractive, active person, regardless of 
age. If, after retirement, you have an-
other 30 years of life, are you never go-
ing to buy another garment? Are you 
going to keep trying to stuff yourself 
into your 30-year-old clothes or, most 
pitifully, attempt to pour yourself 
into a pair of the de rigueur low-rise 
jeans, which even 18-year-old bodies 
can’t make look attractive? Far more 
credible to me is a sentiment recently 
cited in the National Post: “…the time 
has long passed when one can say of 
a 68-year-old woman that she is ‘still’ 
beautiful, the snarky little modifier, 
all buzzy with irony, signifying some 
kind of miracle that one so elderly 
could be attractive.”

But lo, help is on the horizon, in  
the shape of a new jeans company 
called Not Your Daughter’s Jeans.  
Frustrated by her inability to look 
good or be comfortable in the ever 
lower low-rise variety, the company’s 
founder designed a garment which 
provides enough elasticity that the 
denim “sculpts and gives you the ap-

pearance of a lifted derrière.” Not only 
do mature women look better but the 
jeans are also comfy enough that the 
company did more than $50 million 
in sales last year. It’s not surprising. 
Not Your Daughter’s Jeans happens to 
be a perfect example of a design move-
ment that has the potential to change 
the style and lifestyle opportunities 
available to Zoomers in a profound 
way, a movement we should be pro-
moting vigorously: Universal Design.

UNIveRSAL DeSIGN (U.D.) was 
the brainchild of an American archi-
tect named Ron mace working some 
25 years ago at North Carolina State 
University. mace, who had polio as a 
child and used a wheelchair (he died 
in 1998 at the age of 56), coined the 
term in the late 1980s. “Universal de-
sign,” he wrote, “is the design of prod-
ucts and environments to be usable by 
all people, to the greatest extent possi-
ble, without the need for adaptation.” 
Barrier-free design, which specifically 
focused on providing disabled people 
with increased access, already existed; 
U.D. was a more general statement. By 
expanding its target group, the move-
ment became relevant for another 
and growing segment of the popula-
tion — Zoomers — and the crucial 
problem many of us are now facing: 
namely, how to continue to live in 
our homes as we age. I love my home 
and would love to continue to live in 
it, even though it’s definitely not de-
signed for late-life living. In fact, after 
the supposed “dictum” that seniors 
can’t be fashionable (and sexy), my 
next greatest peeve is the notion that 
the majority of us will have no choice 
but to leave our homes (along with the 
things we care about and the neigh-
bourhoods we know) and go into ei-
ther an assisted living community or 
a nursing home.

Susan Ruptash is an architect with 
the Toronto firm Quadrangle. She 
started out 20 years ago designing 
barrier-free buildings for people with 
paraplegia but has now branched out 
into applying U.D. principles in the 
construction of senior housing. For 
Ruptash, to provide flexibility as ho-
meowners age, there are three critical 
U.D. elements that should be incorpo-
rated into any home at the time of its 
construction. The first is ground-level 
access, so occupants can get in and out 
of the front door without steps. Sec-
ond, doors and corridors need to be 
built wider than usual, wide enough 
for a wheelchair or a walker. Third, 
there needs to be a full bathroom or 
a rough-in for a full bathroom on the 
main floor. 

The striking thing about these mod-
ifications is how cheap they are to 
make when a home is being built and 
what an expensive hassle they are to 
install after the fact. The second strik-
ing thing is that virtually all of them 
also represent improvements in con-
venience and safety for people who 
aren’t aging or disabled; i.e., what’s 
good for Zoomers can also be good 
for the population at large! Ground-
level front-door access isn’t just easier 
for a 90-year-old; it’s also easier for 
a parent with a toddler or someone 
returning from a business trip with 
two suitcases (I can attest to the lat-
ter). The same holds true for other 
U.D. suggestions. Door handles in the 
house should be lever-style instead 
of round, including the faucets and 
cabinet handles (easier for everyone). 
The windows should be large with 
low windowsills, so that people who 
are either bedridden or in wheelchairs 
can enjoy the view and still “connect 
with the outdoors” (better light for ev-
eryone). There should be safety grab 
bars in the bathroom(s). Light switch-

10        zoomermag.com    |    september 2010

chapter nine

> coming next issue … The zoomer PhilosoPhy chaPTer 10: Flash! The good 
Things abouT geTTing older

>the zoomer

philosophy
Ca

rt
oo

n,
 M

iC
ha

el
 C

ra
w

fo
rd

/t
he

 n
ew

 Y
or

ke
r 

Co
ll

eC
ti

on
/w

w
w

.C
ar

to
on

ba
nk

.Co
M

The universal 
zoomer

Designing for  
the mature consumer is 

gooD for everyone 
by moses znaimer

“Thank God for Donna.  
She’s the only one who understands my ass.”

Zoomer philosophy 6bg.indd   12-13 11/30/10   10:11:26 AM



28



29



30

achieve more autonomy of thought and 
become more voluble in our opinions. 
This may be the source of the image of 
older people as “cranky,” “emotional” or 
“difficult.” But how about the adjectives 
“honest” and “blunt”? 

6 We need less sleep For years, 
we’ve been hearing that older people 
sleep less because they have trouble 
sleeping. In fact, it appears we sleep less 
because we don’t need as much bed-
time as younger people do. Ac-
cording to the Clinical Research 
Centre of the University of sur-
rey in england, older adults sleep 
about a half-hour less a night than 
middle-aged adults, who sleep a 
half-hour less than younger adults. 
But this involves no reduction in 
day-time alertness. In fact, assum-
ing good health, older adults can 
also “expect to be less tired during 
the day compared to healthy young 
adults.” That means Zoomers who can’t 
sleep shouldn’t agonize; if you sleep just 
one hour less a night between the ages 
of 60 and 85, you’ll be adding more  
than a year of consciousness to your life. 
Use it! 

7 We’Re BetteR At leARnIng 
neW lAngUAges This surprising in-
version of conventional wisdom comes 
courtesy of steve Kaufmann, a 71-year-
old Montreal-raised founder of The lin-
guist Institute. Kaufmann, a Canadian 
diplomat, started learning his ninth lan-
guage (Russian) when he was 60 and his 
10th (portuguese) when he was 62. His 
experience has instilled in him the firm 
belief that older adults “are better lan-
guage learners than children. Kids are 
less inhibited, but adults know so much 
more … You don’t have to be exposed to 
another language as a child to be able to 
really learn it. It is more a matter of at-
titude and how you go about it.” so, what 
about that attitude?

8 We’Re MoRe optIMIstIC And 
tAKe MoRe CHAnCes In an experi-
ment that flew in the face of the “con-
servative old fart” stereotype, a group 
of stanford University researchers in 

California had a group of 19- to 27-year-
olds and a group of over-65-year-olds 
perform a gambling task involving the 
potential winning or losing of money. 
The experiment was designed to see 
how worried each group would be about 
losing money and how excited about 
winning it. Both groups ended up being 
equally excited about winning but the 
older group was markedly less negative 
over the prospect of taking a loss. one 
researcher reasoned this was due to an 

“adaptive process ... helping to reduce in-
dividual bits of anxiety as [we] get older.” 
All of which bodes well for Zoomers at 
the poker table — or life. 

9 We enjoY sex MoRe Much more, 
and more often than we used to. And, in 
one instance, even more than younger 
people. While people in their 20s report 
the highest level of satisfaction with their 
sex lives overall, the next highest level is 
reported by people in their 50s (the dif-
ference was tiny). A landmark swedish 
study showed that in the 30-year per-
iod 1971 to 2001, sexual activity among 
seniors increased an average of 16 per 
cent (from 52 per cent of 70-year-old 
married men in 1971 to 68 per cent by 
2001). In the same period, the number 
of older women reporting “high sex-
ual satisfaction” increased, with more 
women reporting having orgasms dur-
ing sex. Mind you, the proportion of 
men reporting low satisfaction also in-
creased, possibly because it’s become 
more acceptable for men to admit “fail-
ure in sexual matters.” Which is, after all, 
a kind of improvement in itself.

10 We’Re Blessed BY sCIenCe 
And teCHnologY our position as 

heirs to the 20th century’s unprecedent-
ed outburst of innovation and techno/
scientific progress means that even when 
things are bad, they’re still better than 
they used to be. ten million cataract sur-
geries a year are performed worldwide, 
the majority being quick outpatient pro-
cedures on older patients. Fifty years 
ago, those 10 million people would have 
been on their way to blindness. There 
are currently about a quarter of a billion 
people in the world with artificial joints, 

dental implants, heart valve replace-
ments and pacemakers, the major-
ity 60-plus. And millions, again, 
have benefited from some form of 
coronary bypass surgery. Fifty years 
ago, those patients would have been 
toothless, crippled, bedridden — or 
dead. Fifty years ago, a centenarian 
would most likely have spent his or 
her last days in bleak isolation. In 
july 2008, when olive Riley died in 
Australia at 108 years old, she was 

the world’s oldest blogger. In her last 
year, she posted more than 70 entries and 
had people responding to her regularly 
from around the world. digital media 
had defeated the traditional scourge of 
elder isolation. It also permitted the In-
ternet to perform its new social magic 
and reach out to a large community of 
people with a particular interest — in 
this case, olive Riley. At what other time 
in history could an old person sit in her 
own room and touch the world?

tHe BottoM lIne is that we’re in a 
time and culture where the so-called 
older generation, denigrated and in-
sulted these last 60 years, is being lion-
ized again. just look at celebrities — with 
time on their side, they’re achieving a 
higher and longer-lasting level of fame 
than today’s younger people will ever at-
tain. peruse any list of the most famous 
or influential and count the number 
over 55. so quick is the pop culture shift 
today, so short its attention span, that 
very few contemporary “stars” have any 
chance of becoming lasting entities or 
enduring Icons. The Rolling stones will 
never lose their cool, nor sophia loren 
her allure. What’s the world to do? slow 
down, and try to catch up to us.  

ReCentlY I read a newspaper article 
titled, “10 good Things about getting 
Cancer.” not surprisingly, the “good” 
things were of a spiritual variety, with a 
large dose of rationalization thrown in. 
It reminded me of the skepticism I’ve felt 
when people talk about the good things 
that come from bad. But my skepticism 
may have been misplaced. 

With this column, The Zoomer-
philosophy reaches the 10th chapter, 
its first anniversary. In honour of that 
milestone, I’d like to present you with 
some remarkably hard evidence that  
supports that most famous age-related 
wish of all: “We’re not getting older 
— we’re getting better.” still skeptical? 
Here, to change your mind, is my list  
of The top 10 good Things About get-
ting old:

1 We’Re HAppIeR Contrary to what 
you’ll hear from the doom-and-gloom 
prognosticators about the misery that is 
old Age, a recent gallup poll indicates 
that according to virtually every par-
ameter of contentment devised, people 
get happier as they get older. The poll, 
which involved more than 340,000 re-
spondents, found that at age 18 most 
people feel relatively good about them-
selves; but that a sharp decline in mood 
begins in their late 20s, and continues 
to slide during their 30s and 40s (the 
decades of career, marriage and child-
rearing — all of which may or may not 
be successful) until the age of 50, which 
is a watershed. From 50 on, people 
start getting happier again until, by age 
85, they’re actually more satisfied with 
themselves than they were at 18. This 

pattern more or less holds for stress, 
anger, sadness, worry and the capacity 
to enjoy life. The gender of those re-
sponding had no effect; nor did their 
marital status, employment status or 
the number of children they had, if any. 
Researchers, while “encouraged” by the 
survey, have been unable to account for 
its findings to date. Maybe they should 
consider the following: 

2 We’Re WIseR long considered the 
most tired cliché of old age, new studies 
show that, in fact, wisdom does develop 
with age. In an experiment involving 
3,000 people, aged 60 to 100, professor 
dilip jeste of the University of Califor-
nia found through MRI scans that in the 
four regions of the brain that contribute 
to what we call wisdom — the amygdala 
and three separate sites in the prefrontal 
cortex — “older people demonstrate a 
higher level of activity between these re-
gions than younger people.” A paradox-
ical factor in this increase is the fact that 
our brains slow down as we get older, 
which results in a decrease in impulsiv-
ity. “The elderly brain is less dopamine-
dependent,” jeste reported, “making 
[older] people less impulsive and con-
trolled by emotion.” so, in a truly neat 
twist, our slowed-down brains turn out 
to be our ace in the hole. It’s not that 
younger decision-makers are too stub-
born to slow down to consider their ac-
tions — it’s that they can’t.

3 We’Re sMARteR And ReMeM-
BeR soMe tHIngs BetteR As the 
september issue of Zoomer reported, 
“Researchers have found that older 
adults are 30 per cent more likely than 
their younger counterparts to remem-
ber picture-word pairings.” This finding 
is bolstered by a study done by psych-
ologist lars larsen of denmark’s Aar-
hus University, who tested U.s. Vietnam 
veterans at various junctures in their 
lives and discovered that the so-called 
relentless decline in brainpower from 

early adulthood on is largely a myth. We 
may lose brain cells as we get older but 
mathematical skills stay relatively stable 
into middle age up and verbal skills im-
prove. professor larsen attributes this to 
practice: if you use it, you not only don’t 
lose it but you can improve it. It also 
seems we can also continue to learn as 
we age. In a finding she called “astonish-
ing,” dr. lixia Yang of the Max planck 
Institute for Human development in 
germany discovered in a 2008 study 
that seniors were able to “retain 50 per 
cent of concepts they learned almost a 
year ago.” nola ochs, who received a 
Bachelors degree from Fort Hays state 
University in Kansas in 2007 at the age 
of 95, wouldn’t find this surprising. 
nor would Ma xiuxian, a 102-year-old 
Chinese grandmother who enrolled in 
grade 1 this past April.

4 We get Along BetteR WItH 
people Crotchety? difficult? stub-
born? sure I’ve met a few; but overall? 
no. In 2010, Karen Fingerman, a profes-
sor of gerontology and family studies at 
purdue University, published an article 
called It Takes Two to Tango: Why Older 
People Have the Best Relationships. 
“older adults report better friendships, 
marriages, less conflict with their grown 
children, fewer demands and irritations 
with their grandchildren.” This “age ef-
fect” on strong emotional ties appears 
to be related to older adults’ ability to 
regulate their emotions, control their 
anger and be more forgiving of other 
older adults who may commit a social 
faux pas. or, it just might be that we get 
along better with people because:

5 We CARe less ABoUt WHAt 
otHeR people tHInK oF Us 
Fingerman’s studies also found that 
older adults “tend to let go of friend-
ships or other ties that could be annoy-
ing.” Which is to say, as we age, we suf-
fer fools less gladly and because we care 
less about what society thinks of us, we 
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achieve more autonomy of thought and 
become more voluble in our opinions. 
This may be the source of the image of 
older people as “cranky,” “emotional” or 
“difficult.” But how about the adjectives 
“honest” and “blunt”? 

6 We need less sleep For years, 
we’ve been hearing that older people 
sleep less because they have trouble 
sleeping. In fact, it appears we sleep less 
because we don’t need as much bed-
time as younger people do. Ac-
cording to the Clinical Research 
Centre of the University of sur-
rey in england, older adults sleep 
about a half-hour less a night than 
middle-aged adults, who sleep a 
half-hour less than younger adults. 
But this involves no reduction in 
day-time alertness. In fact, assum-
ing good health, older adults can 
also “expect to be less tired during 
the day compared to healthy young 
adults.” That means Zoomers who can’t 
sleep shouldn’t agonize; if you sleep just 
one hour less a night between the ages 
of 60 and 85, you’ll be adding more  
than a year of consciousness to your life. 
Use it! 

7 We’Re BetteR At leARnIng 
neW lAngUAges This surprising in-
version of conventional wisdom comes 
courtesy of steve Kaufmann, a 71-year-
old Montreal-raised founder of The lin-
guist Institute. Kaufmann, a Canadian 
diplomat, started learning his ninth lan-
guage (Russian) when he was 60 and his 
10th (portuguese) when he was 62. His 
experience has instilled in him the firm 
belief that older adults “are better lan-
guage learners than children. Kids are 
less inhibited, but adults know so much 
more … You don’t have to be exposed to 
another language as a child to be able to 
really learn it. It is more a matter of at-
titude and how you go about it.” so, what 
about that attitude?

8 We’Re MoRe optIMIstIC And 
tAKe MoRe CHAnCes In an experi-
ment that flew in the face of the “con-
servative old fart” stereotype, a group 
of stanford University researchers in 

California had a group of 19- to 27-year-
olds and a group of over-65-year-olds 
perform a gambling task involving the 
potential winning or losing of money. 
The experiment was designed to see 
how worried each group would be about 
losing money and how excited about 
winning it. Both groups ended up being 
equally excited about winning but the 
older group was markedly less negative 
over the prospect of taking a loss. one 
researcher reasoned this was due to an 

“adaptive process ... helping to reduce in-
dividual bits of anxiety as [we] get older.” 
All of which bodes well for Zoomers at 
the poker table — or life. 

9 We enjoY sex MoRe Much more, 
and more often than we used to. And, in 
one instance, even more than younger 
people. While people in their 20s report 
the highest level of satisfaction with their 
sex lives overall, the next highest level is 
reported by people in their 50s (the dif-
ference was tiny). A landmark swedish 
study showed that in the 30-year per-
iod 1971 to 2001, sexual activity among 
seniors increased an average of 16 per 
cent (from 52 per cent of 70-year-old 
married men in 1971 to 68 per cent by 
2001). In the same period, the number 
of older women reporting “high sex-
ual satisfaction” increased, with more 
women reporting having orgasms dur-
ing sex. Mind you, the proportion of 
men reporting low satisfaction also in-
creased, possibly because it’s become 
more acceptable for men to admit “fail-
ure in sexual matters.” Which is, after all, 
a kind of improvement in itself.

10 We’Re Blessed BY sCIenCe 
And teCHnologY our position as 

heirs to the 20th century’s unprecedent-
ed outburst of innovation and techno/
scientific progress means that even when 
things are bad, they’re still better than 
they used to be. ten million cataract sur-
geries a year are performed worldwide, 
the majority being quick outpatient pro-
cedures on older patients. Fifty years 
ago, those 10 million people would have 
been on their way to blindness. There 
are currently about a quarter of a billion 
people in the world with artificial joints, 

dental implants, heart valve replace-
ments and pacemakers, the major-
ity 60-plus. And millions, again, 
have benefited from some form of 
coronary bypass surgery. Fifty years 
ago, those patients would have been 
toothless, crippled, bedridden — or 
dead. Fifty years ago, a centenarian 
would most likely have spent his or 
her last days in bleak isolation. In 
july 2008, when olive Riley died in 
Australia at 108 years old, she was 

the world’s oldest blogger. In her last 
year, she posted more than 70 entries and 
had people responding to her regularly 
from around the world. digital media 
had defeated the traditional scourge of 
elder isolation. It also permitted the In-
ternet to perform its new social magic 
and reach out to a large community of 
people with a particular interest — in 
this case, olive Riley. At what other time 
in history could an old person sit in her 
own room and touch the world?

tHe BottoM lIne is that we’re in a 
time and culture where the so-called 
older generation, denigrated and in-
sulted these last 60 years, is being lion-
ized again. just look at celebrities — with 
time on their side, they’re achieving a 
higher and longer-lasting level of fame 
than today’s younger people will ever at-
tain. peruse any list of the most famous 
or influential and count the number 
over 55. so quick is the pop culture shift 
today, so short its attention span, that 
very few contemporary “stars” have any 
chance of becoming lasting entities or 
enduring Icons. The Rolling stones will 
never lose their cool, nor sophia loren 
her allure. What’s the world to do? slow 
down, and try to catch up to us.  

ReCentlY I read a newspaper article 
titled, “10 good Things about getting 
Cancer.” not surprisingly, the “good” 
things were of a spiritual variety, with a 
large dose of rationalization thrown in. 
It reminded me of the skepticism I’ve felt 
when people talk about the good things 
that come from bad. But my skepticism 
may have been misplaced. 

With this column, The Zoomer-
philosophy reaches the 10th chapter, 
its first anniversary. In honour of that 
milestone, I’d like to present you with 
some remarkably hard evidence that  
supports that most famous age-related 
wish of all: “We’re not getting older 
— we’re getting better.” still skeptical? 
Here, to change your mind, is my list  
of The top 10 good Things About get-
ting old:

1 We’Re HAppIeR Contrary to what 
you’ll hear from the doom-and-gloom 
prognosticators about the misery that is 
old Age, a recent gallup poll indicates 
that according to virtually every par-
ameter of contentment devised, people 
get happier as they get older. The poll, 
which involved more than 340,000 re-
spondents, found that at age 18 most 
people feel relatively good about them-
selves; but that a sharp decline in mood 
begins in their late 20s, and continues 
to slide during their 30s and 40s (the 
decades of career, marriage and child-
rearing — all of which may or may not 
be successful) until the age of 50, which 
is a watershed. From 50 on, people 
start getting happier again until, by age 
85, they’re actually more satisfied with 
themselves than they were at 18. This 

pattern more or less holds for stress, 
anger, sadness, worry and the capacity 
to enjoy life. The gender of those re-
sponding had no effect; nor did their 
marital status, employment status or 
the number of children they had, if any. 
Researchers, while “encouraged” by the 
survey, have been unable to account for 
its findings to date. Maybe they should 
consider the following: 

2 We’Re WIseR long considered the 
most tired cliché of old age, new studies 
show that, in fact, wisdom does develop 
with age. In an experiment involving 
3,000 people, aged 60 to 100, professor 
dilip jeste of the University of Califor-
nia found through MRI scans that in the 
four regions of the brain that contribute 
to what we call wisdom — the amygdala 
and three separate sites in the prefrontal 
cortex — “older people demonstrate a 
higher level of activity between these re-
gions than younger people.” A paradox-
ical factor in this increase is the fact that 
our brains slow down as we get older, 
which results in a decrease in impulsiv-
ity. “The elderly brain is less dopamine-
dependent,” jeste reported, “making 
[older] people less impulsive and con-
trolled by emotion.” so, in a truly neat 
twist, our slowed-down brains turn out 
to be our ace in the hole. It’s not that 
younger decision-makers are too stub-
born to slow down to consider their ac-
tions — it’s that they can’t.

3 We’Re sMARteR And ReMeM-
BeR soMe tHIngs BetteR As the 
september issue of Zoomer reported, 
“Researchers have found that older 
adults are 30 per cent more likely than 
their younger counterparts to remem-
ber picture-word pairings.” This finding 
is bolstered by a study done by psych-
ologist lars larsen of denmark’s Aar-
hus University, who tested U.s. Vietnam 
veterans at various junctures in their 
lives and discovered that the so-called 
relentless decline in brainpower from 

early adulthood on is largely a myth. We 
may lose brain cells as we get older but 
mathematical skills stay relatively stable 
into middle age up and verbal skills im-
prove. professor larsen attributes this to 
practice: if you use it, you not only don’t 
lose it but you can improve it. It also 
seems we can also continue to learn as 
we age. In a finding she called “astonish-
ing,” dr. lixia Yang of the Max planck 
Institute for Human development in 
germany discovered in a 2008 study 
that seniors were able to “retain 50 per 
cent of concepts they learned almost a 
year ago.” nola ochs, who received a 
Bachelors degree from Fort Hays state 
University in Kansas in 2007 at the age 
of 95, wouldn’t find this surprising. 
nor would Ma xiuxian, a 102-year-old 
Chinese grandmother who enrolled in 
grade 1 this past April.

4 We get Along BetteR WItH 
people Crotchety? difficult? stub-
born? sure I’ve met a few; but overall? 
no. In 2010, Karen Fingerman, a profes-
sor of gerontology and family studies at 
purdue University, published an article 
called It Takes Two to Tango: Why Older 
People Have the Best Relationships. 
“older adults report better friendships, 
marriages, less conflict with their grown 
children, fewer demands and irritations 
with their grandchildren.” This “age ef-
fect” on strong emotional ties appears 
to be related to older adults’ ability to 
regulate their emotions, control their 
anger and be more forgiving of other 
older adults who may commit a social 
faux pas. or, it just might be that we get 
along better with people because:

5 We CARe less ABoUt WHAt 
otHeR people tHInK oF Us 
Fingerman’s studies also found that 
older adults “tend to let go of friend-
ships or other ties that could be annoy-
ing.” Which is to say, as we age, we suf-
fer fools less gladly and because we care 
less about what society thinks of us, we 
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The olDer,  
The beTTer

SkepticS be damned
by moses Znaimer

“And this one is my grandma and 
her current lover.”
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In 2009, the American Economic Re-
view published a paper by a pair of re-
searchers who had been examining the 
quality of older workers’ performance 
in relation to their younger counter-
parts. They gave both “junior” (under 
30) and “senior” (over 50) employ-
ees a series of tasks and scored them 
afterward. The juniors turned out to 
be more competitive than the seniors, 
but the older workers outscored the 
younger in several categories, includ-
ing co-operation. The most surprising 
finding, though, was in group 
work: the researchers found 
that teams comprising a mix 
of junior and senior workers 
outperformed teams that were 
either completely senior or 
completely junior. 

What did the junior and 
senior workers get from each 
other that the monolithic 
groups didn’t? Precisely what 
May-December relationships 
have always been said to pro-
vide in the ideal: the juniors 
benefit from the stability and 
experience of the seniors; and 
the seniors benefit from the 
energy of their younger team-
mates and their familiarity 
with current popular culture 
and technology. 

I’ve always been agnostic 
about age: the last thing I think 
about when I relate to people is how 
old they might be. As it turned out, I 
spent a good deal of my career as the 
youngest guy in the room. Then one 
day, I wasn’t. In companies, it’s always 
wise to have a spread: you want the up-
and-coming crackerjacks but you also 
need some “old hands” with good insti-
tutional knowledge. And the rule of the 
mix extends beyond the boardroom or 
the bedroom. Just as cities have final-
ly come to realize that “mixed use” is 
highly preferable to the barren separa-
tion of industrial areas from commer-
cial and residential ones so it’s time for 
us to realize that an environment in 
which generations regularly intermin-

gle is vital to our quality of life. The al-
ternative is increasing isolation of both 
young and old.

Nowhere is this ghettoization more 
evident than in our retirement com-
munities. Not so long ago, it was com-
mon for a single family home to house 
three and sometimes four generations. 
Married children often moved back 
into their parents’ homes (wings might 
be added), and older parents lodged 
with their adult children. The result 
was a house that contained elders and 

babies and everyone in between. Today, 
typically, only first-generation ethnic 
families enjoy anything like this gener-
ational abundance. Retirement homes 
and communities are designed only 
for people of a certain age, and apart-
ment buildings are generally identified 
as “family,” “adult” or “seniors.” This 
creeping societal division by age has 
its own momentum. I have a friend 
whose 90-year-old mother recently de-
cided against moving into a downtown 
retirement home because many of the 
residents already there were, in her 
words, “too young” (in their 60s). 

There are nursing homes that have 
day care on the premises (for the chil-

dren of the working staff); and you 
only have to see the kick residents get 
from watching kids at play to realize 
how nourishing the mixing of genera-
tions can be. It’s this insight that led Liz 
Martorano of Brantford, Ont., to form 
an organization called SKIP — “Seniors 
and Kids Intergenerational Programs” 
— which brings together elementary 
school students and seniors to enjoy 
conversation and music, and “to talk 
about career paths.” But organizations 
like SKIP are few and far between. It 

remains as difficult to find a 
mixed generation community 
in our cities these days as it is 
to find a corner store on a sub-
urban street. 

   
ThIS NeeDS TO chANge. 
So, in the best spirit of hugh 
hefner, I’d like to issue a call to 
Zoomers to consider a model 
for life that includes people of 
all ages. We all like to be with 
our own, but biases are made 
to be broken. The most insidi-
ous of those biases (because 
older people are often just as 
prone to hold them as anyone) 
is still the one that says that 
when May gets together with 
December, the bargain is al-
ways tilted: the young giveth 
and the old taketh away. This 
has never been true; we have 

vast plusses to offer the callow set. If 
you don’t believe it, remember that 
possibly the most famous May-Decem-
ber movie ever made, harold and 
Maude, involved a death-obsessed 
20-something boy-man (played by Bud 
cort) who falls in love with a free-
spirited 79-year-old woman (Ruth 
gordon) who teaches him to love life, 
not suicide, because life is about “try-
ing something new every day.” Or lis-
ten to the words of guy Ritchie,  
10 years younger than his rock-star 
Zoomer-aged ex-wife, Madonna. “I 
can understand that the whole world  
is interested in my wife. That's why  
I married her.”  

A yeAR AgO, in the first of the col-
umns that make up The Zoomer Phil-
osophy, I noted that my inspiration was 
hugh hefner’s iconic 1960s collection 
of essays, The Playboy Philosophy. Ten 
chapters later, it seems fitting to look in 
hef ’s direction again but in a different 
context. his Playboy Philosophy ad-
dressed the taboo of sex; our Zoomer 
Philosophy takes on the taboo of aging. 
Today, at the ripe old age of 84, hef-
ner is combining sex and aging as the 
prime exemplar of another controver-
sial and oft-maligned phenomenon: 
the May-December relationship. 

hefner has spent his “retirement” 
squiring and bedding a succession of 
beautiful, often blond young women 
up to 60 years his junior. This has 
earned him progressively less admira-
tion and more ridicule, as time has 
gone by. how much envy there must 
be in that ridicule! This is, after all, a 
Zoomer who has reputedly been sleep-
ing with two, sometimes three, women 
at the same time, ensemble. But might 
this seemingly shallow pursuit of pleas-
ure and publicity spring from a deeper 
insight? Once again, the old guy with 
the smoking jacket and pipe may have 
something revolutionary to tell us.

But first, a bit of background about 
May-December relationships. They 
refer, of course, to romantic and/or 
sexual relationships in which one of 
the partners is noticeably older than 
the other: an older man with a young-

er woman or an older woman with a 
younger man. But how much older? In 
the Western tradition, the maximum 
allowable difference appears to be 20 
years. The chinese, with 5,000-plus 
years of observation to guide them, 
hold that the ideal combination is a 
man with a woman half his age plus 
seven years (e.g., a 30-year-old man 
should pair with a 22-year-old woman, 
a 50-year-old with a 32-year-old, a 
70-year-old with a 42-year-old and so 
on). Aristotle, on the other hand, wrote 
that the ideal marrying age was 37 for 
a man, 18 for a woman. (his argument, 
that with this gap the couple’s sexual 
desire would decline at the same rate, 
assumed erroneously that female sex-
ual desire ended with menopause.) 

In our culture, the hefnerian older 
male is typically cast as a somewhat ri-
diculous, dirty, old man, usually rich, 
while the younger female is seen as a 
gold digger. In the female-male ver-
sion, the older woman is an equally 
ridiculous, love-starved dowager, also 
rich, bedecked in jewels and cosmetic 
surgery, while the younger man is the 
gigolo gold digger. Both scenarios as-
sume that the younger partner is mak-
ing the bigger sacrifice and the older 
one is paying for it; and both scenarios 
inspire a visceral reaction in the public 
at large that’s a combination of distaste 
and fascination. It seems like pure sen-
sationalism when we read about celeb-
rity age gaps (the male-female record 
is held by J. howard Marshall II and 
Anna Nicole Smith — 63 years differ-
ence — while the female-male mark is 
held by gina Lollobrigida and Javier 
Rigau y Rafols — 34 years). But many 
of these relationships are surprisingly 
solid: Mary Tyler Moore, 73, and her 
husband, Dr. Robert Levine, 56, have 
been married since 1983 (when she 
was 46 and he was 29). And listening 

to the people involved reveals some-
thing more profound than prurient. 
The poet T.S. eliot thought his mar-
riage at the age of 68 to a woman who 
was 38 years his junior was the thing 
that finally let him mature — on his 
70th birthday, he claimed: “I'm just be-
ginning to grow up.” Ashton Kutcher, 
the famous 32-year-old mate of Demi 
Moore, 47, talks about how the insights 
of his older wife have taught him, most 
dramatically, about the uselessness of 
“being right.” “We deal with issues be-
fore they become arguments,” he says. 
“Demi told me once, ‘When you’re 
right, that’s all you get to be.’ And, for 
some reason, that made sense to me.” 

MANy PeOPLe believe that May-De-
cember marriages are on the rise, but 
the opposite is true. A 2008 study done 
by Karen Rolf and Joseph P. Ferrie, of 
the University of Nebraska and North-
western University respectively, reveals 
that the age gap between American 
husbands and wives reached a peak in 
1870 and has been declining steadily 
since. This makes sense historically — 
in the days before widespread female 
employment, women looked for older, 
more established husbands who could 
better support them; and, given the 
high mortality rate for women during 
childbirth, men often married more 
than one young woman in a lifetime. 
even more significantly, as the age gap 
between husbands and wives has nar-
rowed with the passage of time, so has 
the age gap between people who live 
together and communicate with each 
other. The decline in romance and mar-
riage has been paralleled by a decline 
in May-December points of contact in 
our society in general. Intergeneration-
al involvement is quickly becoming a 
thing of the past in our lives, and we all 
stand to be losers because of it.

chapter 11
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the love that dare 
not sPeak its age

reclaiming may-december 
relationshiPs (of all kinds) 

By moses znaimer 

philosophy

"I think older women with youger men 
threatens all the right people"
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In 2009, the American Economic Re-
view published a paper by a pair of re-
searchers who had been examining the 
quality of older workers’ performance 
in relation to their younger counter-
parts. They gave both “junior” (under 
30) and “senior” (over 50) employ-
ees a series of tasks and scored them 
afterward. The juniors turned out to 
be more competitive than the seniors, 
but the older workers outscored the 
younger in several categories, includ-
ing co-operation. The most surprising 
finding, though, was in group 
work: the researchers found 
that teams comprising a mix 
of junior and senior workers 
outperformed teams that were 
either completely senior or 
completely junior. 

What did the junior and 
senior workers get from each 
other that the monolithic 
groups didn’t? Precisely what 
May-December relationships 
have always been said to pro-
vide in the ideal: the juniors 
benefit from the stability and 
experience of the seniors; and 
the seniors benefit from the 
energy of their younger team-
mates and their familiarity 
with current popular culture 
and technology. 

I’ve always been agnostic 
about age: the last thing I think 
about when I relate to people is how 
old they might be. As it turned out, I 
spent a good deal of my career as the 
youngest guy in the room. Then one 
day, I wasn’t. In companies, it’s always 
wise to have a spread: you want the up-
and-coming crackerjacks but you also 
need some “old hands” with good insti-
tutional knowledge. And the rule of the 
mix extends beyond the boardroom or 
the bedroom. Just as cities have final-
ly come to realize that “mixed use” is 
highly preferable to the barren separa-
tion of industrial areas from commer-
cial and residential ones so it’s time for 
us to realize that an environment in 
which generations regularly intermin-

gle is vital to our quality of life. The al-
ternative is increasing isolation of both 
young and old.

Nowhere is this ghettoization more 
evident than in our retirement com-
munities. Not so long ago, it was com-
mon for a single family home to house 
three and sometimes four generations. 
Married children often moved back 
into their parents’ homes (wings might 
be added), and older parents lodged 
with their adult children. The result 
was a house that contained elders and 

babies and everyone in between. Today, 
typically, only first-generation ethnic 
families enjoy anything like this gener-
ational abundance. Retirement homes 
and communities are designed only 
for people of a certain age, and apart-
ment buildings are generally identified 
as “family,” “adult” or “seniors.” This 
creeping societal division by age has 
its own momentum. I have a friend 
whose 90-year-old mother recently de-
cided against moving into a downtown 
retirement home because many of the 
residents already there were, in her 
words, “too young” (in their 60s). 

There are nursing homes that have 
day care on the premises (for the chil-

dren of the working staff); and you 
only have to see the kick residents get 
from watching kids at play to realize 
how nourishing the mixing of genera-
tions can be. It’s this insight that led Liz 
Martorano of Brantford, Ont., to form 
an organization called SKIP — “Seniors 
and Kids Intergenerational Programs” 
— which brings together elementary 
school students and seniors to enjoy 
conversation and music, and “to talk 
about career paths.” But organizations 
like SKIP are few and far between. It 

remains as difficult to find a 
mixed generation community 
in our cities these days as it is 
to find a corner store on a sub-
urban street. 

   
ThIS NeeDS TO chANge. 
So, in the best spirit of hugh 
hefner, I’d like to issue a call to 
Zoomers to consider a model 
for life that includes people of 
all ages. We all like to be with 
our own, but biases are made 
to be broken. The most insidi-
ous of those biases (because 
older people are often just as 
prone to hold them as anyone) 
is still the one that says that 
when May gets together with 
December, the bargain is al-
ways tilted: the young giveth 
and the old taketh away. This 
has never been true; we have 

vast plusses to offer the callow set. If 
you don’t believe it, remember that 
possibly the most famous May-Decem-
ber movie ever made, harold and 
Maude, involved a death-obsessed 
20-something boy-man (played by Bud 
cort) who falls in love with a free-
spirited 79-year-old woman (Ruth 
gordon) who teaches him to love life, 
not suicide, because life is about “try-
ing something new every day.” Or lis-
ten to the words of guy Ritchie,  
10 years younger than his rock-star 
Zoomer-aged ex-wife, Madonna. “I 
can understand that the whole world  
is interested in my wife. That's why  
I married her.”  

A yeAR AgO, in the first of the col-
umns that make up The Zoomer Phil-
osophy, I noted that my inspiration was 
hugh hefner’s iconic 1960s collection 
of essays, The Playboy Philosophy. Ten 
chapters later, it seems fitting to look in 
hef ’s direction again but in a different 
context. his Playboy Philosophy ad-
dressed the taboo of sex; our Zoomer 
Philosophy takes on the taboo of aging. 
Today, at the ripe old age of 84, hef-
ner is combining sex and aging as the 
prime exemplar of another controver-
sial and oft-maligned phenomenon: 
the May-December relationship. 

hefner has spent his “retirement” 
squiring and bedding a succession of 
beautiful, often blond young women 
up to 60 years his junior. This has 
earned him progressively less admira-
tion and more ridicule, as time has 
gone by. how much envy there must 
be in that ridicule! This is, after all, a 
Zoomer who has reputedly been sleep-
ing with two, sometimes three, women 
at the same time, ensemble. But might 
this seemingly shallow pursuit of pleas-
ure and publicity spring from a deeper 
insight? Once again, the old guy with 
the smoking jacket and pipe may have 
something revolutionary to tell us.

But first, a bit of background about 
May-December relationships. They 
refer, of course, to romantic and/or 
sexual relationships in which one of 
the partners is noticeably older than 
the other: an older man with a young-

er woman or an older woman with a 
younger man. But how much older? In 
the Western tradition, the maximum 
allowable difference appears to be 20 
years. The chinese, with 5,000-plus 
years of observation to guide them, 
hold that the ideal combination is a 
man with a woman half his age plus 
seven years (e.g., a 30-year-old man 
should pair with a 22-year-old woman, 
a 50-year-old with a 32-year-old, a 
70-year-old with a 42-year-old and so 
on). Aristotle, on the other hand, wrote 
that the ideal marrying age was 37 for 
a man, 18 for a woman. (his argument, 
that with this gap the couple’s sexual 
desire would decline at the same rate, 
assumed erroneously that female sex-
ual desire ended with menopause.) 

In our culture, the hefnerian older 
male is typically cast as a somewhat ri-
diculous, dirty, old man, usually rich, 
while the younger female is seen as a 
gold digger. In the female-male ver-
sion, the older woman is an equally 
ridiculous, love-starved dowager, also 
rich, bedecked in jewels and cosmetic 
surgery, while the younger man is the 
gigolo gold digger. Both scenarios as-
sume that the younger partner is mak-
ing the bigger sacrifice and the older 
one is paying for it; and both scenarios 
inspire a visceral reaction in the public 
at large that’s a combination of distaste 
and fascination. It seems like pure sen-
sationalism when we read about celeb-
rity age gaps (the male-female record 
is held by J. howard Marshall II and 
Anna Nicole Smith — 63 years differ-
ence — while the female-male mark is 
held by gina Lollobrigida and Javier 
Rigau y Rafols — 34 years). But many 
of these relationships are surprisingly 
solid: Mary Tyler Moore, 73, and her 
husband, Dr. Robert Levine, 56, have 
been married since 1983 (when she 
was 46 and he was 29). And listening 

to the people involved reveals some-
thing more profound than prurient. 
The poet T.S. eliot thought his mar-
riage at the age of 68 to a woman who 
was 38 years his junior was the thing 
that finally let him mature — on his 
70th birthday, he claimed: “I'm just be-
ginning to grow up.” Ashton Kutcher, 
the famous 32-year-old mate of Demi 
Moore, 47, talks about how the insights 
of his older wife have taught him, most 
dramatically, about the uselessness of 
“being right.” “We deal with issues be-
fore they become arguments,” he says. 
“Demi told me once, ‘When you’re 
right, that’s all you get to be.’ And, for 
some reason, that made sense to me.” 

MANy PeOPLe believe that May-De-
cember marriages are on the rise, but 
the opposite is true. A 2008 study done 
by Karen Rolf and Joseph P. Ferrie, of 
the University of Nebraska and North-
western University respectively, reveals 
that the age gap between American 
husbands and wives reached a peak in 
1870 and has been declining steadily 
since. This makes sense historically — 
in the days before widespread female 
employment, women looked for older, 
more established husbands who could 
better support them; and, given the 
high mortality rate for women during 
childbirth, men often married more 
than one young woman in a lifetime. 
even more significantly, as the age gap 
between husbands and wives has nar-
rowed with the passage of time, so has 
the age gap between people who live 
together and communicate with each 
other. The decline in romance and mar-
riage has been paralleled by a decline 
in May-December points of contact in 
our society in general. Intergeneration-
al involvement is quickly becoming a 
thing of the past in our lives, and we all 
stand to be losers because of it.
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In 2006, DavID C. RubIn of Duke 
university in north Carolina and 
Dorthe berntsen of university of aar-
hus in Denmark published a landmark 
study called "Subjective age across the 
Lifespan." They asked a population of 
1,470 adults between the ages of 20 
and 97 two questions: How old are you 
chronologically? How old do you feel? 
The answers from the segment of the 
population that fell into the Zoomer 
category were the most interesting: 
people over 40, they found, felt an aver-
age of 20 per cent younger than their 
actual age. While the percentage of 
change stayed constant at 20 per cent, 
the absolute gap widened dramatically 
the older the respondents. Forty-year-
olds felt as though they were 32 (a gap of 
eight years); 80-year-olds felt as though 
they were 64 (a gap of 16 years). 

and herein lies the problem. al-
though the chances of a 40-year-old 
being able to do physically what he or 
she did at 32 are pretty high, the chan-
ces of an 80-year-old being able to re-
create their 64-year-old physical life are 
less so. The older we get, the wider the 
distance between what we’d like to do 
and what we can do. Carried to its ex-
treme, this divergence can lead to one 
of the signature experiences of aging: 
the moment when a person says, “I’m 
trapped in my body.”  but even those of 
us who are healthy feel that 20 per cent 
differential, the dichotomy between 
a still enterprising mind that consid-
ers itself years younger than the body 
that houses it. Our spirit is willing, but 

our flesh is weak; and (aside from a few 
exceptional cases) there’s apparently 
nothing that we can do about it. 

Or is there? There are currently two 
main strategies being used to try to de-
feat the chronological-age/felt-age gap. 
The first and most familiar (especially 
in the Western world) is the physical. 
If we can re-invigorate our bodies 
through programs of special exercise, 
diet, supplements or lifestyle regimens, 
we should theoretically be able to re-
duce our physical age till it more close-
ly matches the age we feel. The physical 
approach is the force behind the 
boomer normalization of extreme ath-
letic pastimes. When bill Friedman, a 
63-year-old lawyer in Toronto, decided 
to take up bodybuilding to combat the 
tendency of people to “sag a little more 
as they get older,” he was an anomaly. 
He entered his first competition in 
2003 and won his first competition in 
2004, having successfully sculpted his 
“soft middle-aged form into a sinewy 
sculpture of veined masculinity” — in 
the words of the Globe and Mail. To-
day, so many baby boomers are taking 
up the sport that the Canadian body-
building Federation’s Master (50-59) 
and Grand Master (60 and up) categor-
ies are its fastest growing age brackets. 
In addition to bodybuilding, Zoomers 
have been taking up competitive triath-
lon, marathon running, long-distance 
swimming, boxing and rock-climbing. 
The results can be prodigious, but the 
pursuits are generally too extreme for 
most people. Dominic binetti, who 
won the 2007 Ontario Grand Master 
bodybuilding Championship at the age 
of 76, dined every two hours on a diet 
of egg whites, skinless chicken breasts, 
tuna and cod, and refrained completely 
from drinking alcohol. If that’s the  
only recipe for the fountain of youth, 
some of us might be tempted to throw 
in the towel and look for the nearest 

recreational drug. 
The second approach to the gap 

problem is from the “mind” side. The 
idea is to employ a mental or psycho-
logical exercise to affect our bodies in 
a rejuvenating way. It’s well known that 
changing our mental states can affect 
blood pressure, galvanic skin response 
and respiration. The celebrated yogis 
of India can reportedly use meditation 
techniques to hold their breath for up 
to 20 minutes, stop their heart beats 
and walk on hot coals without burn-
ing their feet. There are indications 
mainstream yoga, which combines 
mental-consciousness disciplines with 
physical exercise, can not only increase 
strength, flexibility and balance but 
also enhance immune function, lower 
blood sugar and cholesterol levels and 
activate the parasympathetic nervous 
system, which controls the slowing of 
the heart and the lowering of blood 
pressure. The most famous advocate of 
eastern mindfulness techniques is, co-
incidentally, the person on the cover 
of the magazine you have in your hand 
— Deepak Chopra. according to Dr. 
Chopra, by ridding ourselves of nega-
tive emotions and by listening to signals 
from our bodies, we can grasp the “link 
between belief and biology,” in the pro-
cess living to be 120 and lopping 15 to 
20 years off our current biological ages. 
The mind over matter school, however, 
tends to be long on poetry and short 
on scientific evidence. also, in its more 
ascetic forms, it can seem as dry as that 
bodybuilding diet I mentioned above.

but there is a third way to close the 
real-age/felt-age gap. One that is both 
documented and breathtaking in its 
simplicity.

In 1979, a Harvard university psych-
ology professor named Ellen J. Langer, 
along with her graduate students, em-
barked on an experiment to investigate 
“what effects turning back the clock 

psychologically would have on people’s 
physiological state.” They invited their 
subjects, a group of men in their late 
70s and early 80s, to spend a week in a 
monastery in new Hampshire that had 
been retrofitted to replicate the world 
of 1959, 20 years earlier. Participants 
were asked not to bring any magazines, 
newspapers or family photographs that 
were more recent than 1959. They were 
also asked to write short autobiograph-
ies as if it were 1959, in the present 
tense. These were distributed, along 
with photos of themselves in the ’50s, 
to the rest of the participants. Once  
at the monastery they watched The  
Phil Silvers Show and The Honeymoon- 
ers on a black-and-white Tv and 
discussed the “recent” launch of 
the first u.S. space satellite, the 
need for bomb shelters and Mari-
lyn Monroe’s new movie, Some  
Like It Hot. 

THE RESuLTS OF the experi-
ment, which came to be known as 
the “Counter-clockwise” study, are 
now the stuff of research legend. at 
the end of the week, the majority 
of participants had emerged with 
both their hearing and memory 
function improved. The strength 
of their grip had increased, along 
with joint flexibility, manual dexter-
ity and even finger length (the result 
of being able to straighten previously 
arthritic digits). Sixty-three per cent of 
the group scored higher on intelligence 
tests than they had before the study 
started. The group also displayed in-
creases in height, gait and posture. as 
a postscript, Langer and her colleagues 
asked impartial observers who knew 
nothing about the study to compare 
photos taken of the participants at the 
beginning of the week and at the end. 
The observers found that every one of 
the experimental group looked “no-
ticeably younger”.

What had happened? The mind had 
indeed affected the bodies of the men 
in the study to an astonishing degree, 
Langer concluded, not as a result of 
anything paranormal or metaphysical 

but because of the cues we use to mark 
time. Time, for Langer, was a human 
construct as, at least partly, was the sum 
total of the physical symptoms we’d 
come to identify as aging. Change the 
cues, and all of a sudden biology isn’t 
destiny. a prematurely bald man look-
ing in a mirror every day, she surmised, 
might logically assume he was older 
than a non-bald man (baldness being 
a cue for age), which meant he might 
actually age more quickly. an experi-
ment she subsequently did showed that 
prematurely bald men had a greater 
chance of being diagnosed with pros-
tate cancer or suffering from coronary 
heart disease than the average. It oc-

curred to Langer that clothes were also 
age-related cues — so wouldn’t a mid-
dle-aged person who wore a uniform 
to work every day age more “slowly” 
than a peer who wore their own, ever 
changing with the fashion, clothes 
to work? Examining morbidity data  
from over 200 professions, she dis-
covered that uniformed workers had  
better health, lost fewer days to illness  
or injury and suffered from fewer  
chronic conditions than non-uniform- 
ed workers in the same salary bracket. 
(The “uniform effect” increased the 
higher the income bracket — the more 
money someone had to buy clothes, 
the more often they experienced age-
related cues that told them they were 
getting older.)  

So far no one has commercialized 
Ellen Langer’s time-travel approach to 

anti-aging, the way yoga and medita-
tion have been packaged. If they did, 
it might work something like this: You 
and your oldest wardrobe check in to 
the Counter-Clockwise Spa, where, in-
stead of starving yourself or exercising 
from dawn to dusk, you simply live the 
way you did in 1990 or 1980 or 1970. 
You eat the way you did then, watch 
the same shows you did then, read the 
same books, engage in the same argu-
ments and also have — as every one 
of Langer’s original subject group re-
ported — fun.

until someone does open such a spa 
though, we’ll have to make do with 
the valuable jolts of counter-clockwise 

therapy readily available: adult 
standard radio stations, like our 
own aM740, re-broadcasts of 
classic sit-coms and classic cars. 
Who would have thought that 
listening to “oldies but goldies” 
could be so transformative or that 
the boomer addiction to nostalgia 
that so many of the younger gen-
eration find insufferable, actually 
works to — horror of horrors — 
keep us youthful. More import-
ant, the rejuvenation involved 
has nothing to do with endorsing 
today’s pervasive youth cult but 
with using our own histories to let 

us deal more gracefully and comfort-
ably with the inevitability of aging. It 
highlights the possibility of a new and 
more dynamic view of aging. 

The implications are revolutionary.
Yes, there is a way to turn back the 
clock with dignity, one that has solid 
scientific credentials and doesn’t in-
volve being a triathlete on the one hand 
or an ascetic on the other. We simply 
have to live like our younger selves, re-
placing present-day cues that insist 
we’re aging with 20-year-old cues that 
tell us otherwise. Even more ground-
breaking is the possibility that aging’s 
“inevitable” deterioration is partly a re-
sult of our own expectations — we help 
create the idea that old age equals 
feebleness ourselves, and wrap our-
selves in its straight-jacket. Maybe it’s 
time to break free.  

> coming next issue … zoomer PhilosoPhy chaPter 13: retirement? how about re-hirement?
12        zoomermag.com    |    winter 2010     
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In 2006, DavID C. RubIn of Duke 
university in north Carolina and 
Dorthe berntsen of university of aar-
hus in Denmark published a landmark 
study called "Subjective age across the 
Lifespan." They asked a population of 
1,470 adults between the ages of 20 
and 97 two questions: How old are you 
chronologically? How old do you feel? 
The answers from the segment of the 
population that fell into the Zoomer 
category were the most interesting: 
people over 40, they found, felt an aver-
age of 20 per cent younger than their 
actual age. While the percentage of 
change stayed constant at 20 per cent, 
the absolute gap widened dramatically 
the older the respondents. Forty-year-
olds felt as though they were 32 (a gap of 
eight years); 80-year-olds felt as though 
they were 64 (a gap of 16 years). 

and herein lies the problem. al-
though the chances of a 40-year-old 
being able to do physically what he or 
she did at 32 are pretty high, the chan-
ces of an 80-year-old being able to re-
create their 64-year-old physical life are 
less so. The older we get, the wider the 
distance between what we’d like to do 
and what we can do. Carried to its ex-
treme, this divergence can lead to one 
of the signature experiences of aging: 
the moment when a person says, “I’m 
trapped in my body.”  but even those of 
us who are healthy feel that 20 per cent 
differential, the dichotomy between 
a still enterprising mind that consid-
ers itself years younger than the body 
that houses it. Our spirit is willing, but 

our flesh is weak; and (aside from a few 
exceptional cases) there’s apparently 
nothing that we can do about it. 

Or is there? There are currently two 
main strategies being used to try to de-
feat the chronological-age/felt-age gap. 
The first and most familiar (especially 
in the Western world) is the physical. 
If we can re-invigorate our bodies 
through programs of special exercise, 
diet, supplements or lifestyle regimens, 
we should theoretically be able to re-
duce our physical age till it more close-
ly matches the age we feel. The physical 
approach is the force behind the 
boomer normalization of extreme ath-
letic pastimes. When bill Friedman, a 
63-year-old lawyer in Toronto, decided 
to take up bodybuilding to combat the 
tendency of people to “sag a little more 
as they get older,” he was an anomaly. 
He entered his first competition in 
2003 and won his first competition in 
2004, having successfully sculpted his 
“soft middle-aged form into a sinewy 
sculpture of veined masculinity” — in 
the words of the Globe and Mail. To-
day, so many baby boomers are taking 
up the sport that the Canadian body-
building Federation’s Master (50-59) 
and Grand Master (60 and up) categor-
ies are its fastest growing age brackets. 
In addition to bodybuilding, Zoomers 
have been taking up competitive triath-
lon, marathon running, long-distance 
swimming, boxing and rock-climbing. 
The results can be prodigious, but the 
pursuits are generally too extreme for 
most people. Dominic binetti, who 
won the 2007 Ontario Grand Master 
bodybuilding Championship at the age 
of 76, dined every two hours on a diet 
of egg whites, skinless chicken breasts, 
tuna and cod, and refrained completely 
from drinking alcohol. If that’s the  
only recipe for the fountain of youth, 
some of us might be tempted to throw 
in the towel and look for the nearest 

recreational drug. 
The second approach to the gap 

problem is from the “mind” side. The 
idea is to employ a mental or psycho-
logical exercise to affect our bodies in 
a rejuvenating way. It’s well known that 
changing our mental states can affect 
blood pressure, galvanic skin response 
and respiration. The celebrated yogis 
of India can reportedly use meditation 
techniques to hold their breath for up 
to 20 minutes, stop their heart beats 
and walk on hot coals without burn-
ing their feet. There are indications 
mainstream yoga, which combines 
mental-consciousness disciplines with 
physical exercise, can not only increase 
strength, flexibility and balance but 
also enhance immune function, lower 
blood sugar and cholesterol levels and 
activate the parasympathetic nervous 
system, which controls the slowing of 
the heart and the lowering of blood 
pressure. The most famous advocate of 
eastern mindfulness techniques is, co-
incidentally, the person on the cover 
of the magazine you have in your hand 
— Deepak Chopra. according to Dr. 
Chopra, by ridding ourselves of nega-
tive emotions and by listening to signals 
from our bodies, we can grasp the “link 
between belief and biology,” in the pro-
cess living to be 120 and lopping 15 to 
20 years off our current biological ages. 
The mind over matter school, however, 
tends to be long on poetry and short 
on scientific evidence. also, in its more 
ascetic forms, it can seem as dry as that 
bodybuilding diet I mentioned above.

but there is a third way to close the 
real-age/felt-age gap. One that is both 
documented and breathtaking in its 
simplicity.

In 1979, a Harvard university psych-
ology professor named Ellen J. Langer, 
along with her graduate students, em-
barked on an experiment to investigate 
“what effects turning back the clock 

psychologically would have on people’s 
physiological state.” They invited their 
subjects, a group of men in their late 
70s and early 80s, to spend a week in a 
monastery in new Hampshire that had 
been retrofitted to replicate the world 
of 1959, 20 years earlier. Participants 
were asked not to bring any magazines, 
newspapers or family photographs that 
were more recent than 1959. They were 
also asked to write short autobiograph-
ies as if it were 1959, in the present 
tense. These were distributed, along 
with photos of themselves in the ’50s, 
to the rest of the participants. Once  
at the monastery they watched The  
Phil Silvers Show and The Honeymoon- 
ers on a black-and-white Tv and 
discussed the “recent” launch of 
the first u.S. space satellite, the 
need for bomb shelters and Mari-
lyn Monroe’s new movie, Some  
Like It Hot. 

THE RESuLTS OF the experi-
ment, which came to be known as 
the “Counter-clockwise” study, are 
now the stuff of research legend. at 
the end of the week, the majority 
of participants had emerged with 
both their hearing and memory 
function improved. The strength 
of their grip had increased, along 
with joint flexibility, manual dexter-
ity and even finger length (the result 
of being able to straighten previously 
arthritic digits). Sixty-three per cent of 
the group scored higher on intelligence 
tests than they had before the study 
started. The group also displayed in-
creases in height, gait and posture. as 
a postscript, Langer and her colleagues 
asked impartial observers who knew 
nothing about the study to compare 
photos taken of the participants at the 
beginning of the week and at the end. 
The observers found that every one of 
the experimental group looked “no-
ticeably younger”.

What had happened? The mind had 
indeed affected the bodies of the men 
in the study to an astonishing degree, 
Langer concluded, not as a result of 
anything paranormal or metaphysical 

but because of the cues we use to mark 
time. Time, for Langer, was a human 
construct as, at least partly, was the sum 
total of the physical symptoms we’d 
come to identify as aging. Change the 
cues, and all of a sudden biology isn’t 
destiny. a prematurely bald man look-
ing in a mirror every day, she surmised, 
might logically assume he was older 
than a non-bald man (baldness being 
a cue for age), which meant he might 
actually age more quickly. an experi-
ment she subsequently did showed that 
prematurely bald men had a greater 
chance of being diagnosed with pros-
tate cancer or suffering from coronary 
heart disease than the average. It oc-

curred to Langer that clothes were also 
age-related cues — so wouldn’t a mid-
dle-aged person who wore a uniform 
to work every day age more “slowly” 
than a peer who wore their own, ever 
changing with the fashion, clothes 
to work? Examining morbidity data  
from over 200 professions, she dis-
covered that uniformed workers had  
better health, lost fewer days to illness  
or injury and suffered from fewer  
chronic conditions than non-uniform- 
ed workers in the same salary bracket. 
(The “uniform effect” increased the 
higher the income bracket — the more 
money someone had to buy clothes, 
the more often they experienced age-
related cues that told them they were 
getting older.)  

So far no one has commercialized 
Ellen Langer’s time-travel approach to 

anti-aging, the way yoga and medita-
tion have been packaged. If they did, 
it might work something like this: You 
and your oldest wardrobe check in to 
the Counter-Clockwise Spa, where, in-
stead of starving yourself or exercising 
from dawn to dusk, you simply live the 
way you did in 1990 or 1980 or 1970. 
You eat the way you did then, watch 
the same shows you did then, read the 
same books, engage in the same argu-
ments and also have — as every one 
of Langer’s original subject group re-
ported — fun.

until someone does open such a spa 
though, we’ll have to make do with 
the valuable jolts of counter-clockwise 

therapy readily available: adult 
standard radio stations, like our 
own aM740, re-broadcasts of 
classic sit-coms and classic cars. 
Who would have thought that 
listening to “oldies but goldies” 
could be so transformative or that 
the boomer addiction to nostalgia 
that so many of the younger gen-
eration find insufferable, actually 
works to — horror of horrors — 
keep us youthful. More import-
ant, the rejuvenation involved 
has nothing to do with endorsing 
today’s pervasive youth cult but 
with using our own histories to let 

us deal more gracefully and comfort-
ably with the inevitability of aging. It 
highlights the possibility of a new and 
more dynamic view of aging. 

The implications are revolutionary.
Yes, there is a way to turn back the 
clock with dignity, one that has solid 
scientific credentials and doesn’t in-
volve being a triathlete on the one hand 
or an ascetic on the other. We simply 
have to live like our younger selves, re-
placing present-day cues that insist 
we’re aging with 20-year-old cues that 
tell us otherwise. Even more ground-
breaking is the possibility that aging’s 
“inevitable” deterioration is partly a re-
sult of our own expectations — we help 
create the idea that old age equals 
feebleness ourselves, and wrap our-
selves in its straight-jacket. Maybe it’s 
time to break free.  

> coming next issue … zoomer PhilosoPhy chaPter 13: retirement? how about re-hirement?
12        zoomermag.com    |    winter 2010     
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This pasT January, on my first day 
back from the Christmas-new year’s 
holiday, and as a result of the barrage of 
attention directed at boomers because 
the oldest of them were reaching the 
age of 65  — the traditional age of 
retirement — i was asked to appear 
on Canada AM to offer my views on  
the subject. 

On the show, i touched on an idea 
i first discussed in a previous Zoomer 
philosophy chapter (“The Best Way 
to Keep Going is to Keep Going,” 
March 2010). in it, i suggested that not 
only was it beneficial for Zoomers to 
continue working in some fashion past 
retirement age but that at some point in 
the future it might become essential to 
society that we continue to do so. The 
Conference Board of Canada, 
i pointed out, had predicted 
that as early as the year 2020, 
Canada would face a shortfall 
of nearly one million workers. 

But now, global events 
suggest that the time frame 
for that prediction has 
accelerated dramatically. not 
only is the disinclination of 
some Zoomers today to stop 
working not a threat to the 
economy, it may already be 
one of the things that can 
save it.

The agent of this critical 

acceleration is the recent (some would 
say ongoing) world financial crisis, 
most starkly embodied in the collapsing 
economies of Greece and ireland and 
the possibility of something similar in 
portugal and spain. The reasons for the 
collapses are varied, but one common 
cure has been suggested across the 
board, a cure most recently announced 
by France: the raising of the retirement 
age from 60 to — gasp! — 62. in other 
words, far from being seen as an 
impediment to the financial health of 
society, allowing — indeed forcing — 
boomers to postpone retirement and 
continue working is now considered 
a remedy. The reasons are obvious: on 
one hand, raising the retirement age 
reduces the pension burden. On the 
other, it increases the  productivity and 
wealth of society at large. 

nOThinG illusTraTes this new 
argument against forced retirement 
more than an article published last  
year in Forbes magazine by Glenn 
harlan reynolds, “The longevity 
Dividend: Make 70-year-olds feel 
young and you keep them around 
longer.”  reynolds’ reason for keeping 
70-years-olds around longer is to 

keep them working longer, a situation 
he argues will ease the pressure on 
social security and pension plans, 
which are already causing huge social 
dislocations in the u.s. 

COnsiDer The near demise of 
the north american auto industry. 
The two most damaging costs to the 
automakers were benefits plans and 
pension funds. raise the pension age, 
keep the workers working longer, and 
the ratio between productivity and 
payout swings in a much more efficient 
direction. if workers at General Motors 
had been on the job for another five or 
10 years before taking retirement, the 
company might have avoided having to 
take a bailout. 

it’s a lesson not lost on the French, 
who calculate that by raising the 
retirement age a mere two years — a 
proposal that caused riots last October, 
with workers blocking airports and 
teenagers breaking windows in paris 
suburbs — they can save 29 billion 
euros (C$40.5 billion) by the year 
2018. The British, who are considering 
a similar tactic along with their new 
package of austerity measures, hope 
to eventually raise pension ages from 

60 for women and 65 for 
men to 70 for both sexes. On 
the way, they estimate they 
can save 13 billion pounds 
— C$21 billion — every 
time they move the pension 
age up by one year. and 
these calculations only take 
into account the removal 
of pension costs, not the 
addition of taxation revenue 
and the contribution to gross 
domestic product.    

The British public’s response 
to their government’s 
retirement rethink has been 
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less violent than the French 
but just as cranky.  “Britain is  
being pushed back to ‘the days of 
Dickens’ by plans to force workers 
to retire as late as 70” trumpeted 
one newspaper headline.  “Work 
till you drop” ran another. 
It’s interesting to note that  
Dickens’ preoccupation — 
remember  Oliver Twist — was with 
child labour; but the new British 
scandal, it appears, is boomer 
labour. This is condescension  
disguised as compassion. 

 
Take, For example, the 
“concerns” of Dan Hyde, a 
journalist with london’s Daily 
Mail and author of the blog This 
Is Money. Hyde’s problem is the 
untrustworthy health of aging 
people. “Think about sending 
a 68-year-old down the mines 
every day,” he writes. “What 
about a 69-year-old bus driver?” 

This is precisely the kind 
of misguided thinking people are 
traditionally guilty of when they 
advocate the “need” for retirement. 
In fact — as I’ve also noted in past 
columns — the majority of older people 
are in good health. It’s the final months 
of life that involve that rapid decline 
and vaulting expense. With this in 
mind, reynolds raises a provocative 
possibility in his Forbes article. We 
know, he says, that extending healthy 
middle age from 60 to 80 (a not 
outlandish idea given recent medical 
advances) would create a “longevity 
dividend” that could make a large dent 
in the predicted pension crisis. So it 
might behoove society to divert some 
of the funds currently being spent on 
the diseases of old age — a strategy 
that produces older but frailer people 
who are “a drain on public resources” 
and whose quality of life is “iffy” — 
to research aimed at fending off the 
adverse affects of aging and producing 
instead healthier seniors “who can 
work (and pay taxes) longer while 
feeling better and enjoying life more.”

as controversial as this idea might 

be, it has the virtue of once again 
turning on its head the argument 
we’ve been hearing ad nauseum over 
the past decade: that the longer people 
live, the more of a drain they are. Why 
is this new-found imperative to work 
important to us? Because it tells us 
that we are needed. In the undeveloped 
world, the great potential workforce 
may be under 25, where the bulk of 
the population can be found as well. 
But in the developed West, where the 
age pyramid is inverted, the untapped 
workforce is the face we see in the 
mirror every day. 

meanwhile, the evidence that 
retirement is not entirely a bed of 
roses keeps mounting. This fall, two 
economists — robert Willis of the 
University of michigan and Susann 
rohwedder, associate director of  the 
raND Center for the Study of aging 
in Santa monica — published a study 
that suggests that the earlier people 
retire, the quicker their memories 
fail. (Continuing to work seems to be 
far more protective of retention than 
doing crosswords or Sudoku.) 

another recent study — call it 
the “familiarity breeds contempt 
experiment” — shows that 
newly retired persons report 
significantly more friction with 
their partners than people who 
are still working. once it was 
“Want to save your marriage? 
retire and take your spouse to 
Florida.” Now it’s “Want to save 
your marriage? keep working.”

 
IF THeSe STUDIeS aren’t  
convincing enough, a recent 
Bank of Nova Scotia poll revealed 
that 70 per cent of Canadians 
plan to work past the traditional 
retirement age of 65. among 
the reasons cited by those who 
reported they wanted to continue 
working, 72 per cent said they 
want to remain mentally active 
and 57 per cent want to stay 
socially connected.

But the greatest gift contained 
in our new economic situation, 

it strikes me, is the opportunity 
to continue to make a significant 
contribution at a time in life when 
we’re usually expected to see ourselves 
as evolutionary fifth wheels. If this 
sounds academic, I can only say 
that in this case I definitely walk the 
talk. at 65 — exactly the age when 
you’re supposed to “hang up your 
cleats” — I started all over again, 
launching Zoomermedia and the 
Zoomermovement pretty much from 
zero. That was four years ago. Today 
we’re a burgeoning enterprise, a team 
of advocates and communicators 
inspired by a Big Idea and employing 
more than 200 people.

 
I've WrITTeN about my feelings on 
legacy — that a bequest left only to our 
immediate families may have less  
impact than one left to society at large. 
Now, thanks to a quirk of history, 
there’s a legacy we can all get behind: 
the contribution of our work. What 
more fitting legacy can we leave than 
the last thing we ever expected to be 
asked for at this stage of the game?   

10        zoomermag.com    |    MARCH 2011     >Coming next issue … Zoomer PhilosoPhy ChaPter 14: Cats and dogs and “Zoo”mers — the real domestiC Bliss?  

“Then it’s moved and seconded that  
the compulsory retirement age be 

advanced to 95.”
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Of the difference between 
dogs and cats, Mark twain is rumoured 
to have said:  “if you save a dog from 
impoverishment and feed and care for 
it, it will think that you’re God. if you 
do the same for a cat, it will think that 
it’s God.” On the other hand, winston 
churchill held, “A cat will look down 
to a man, a dog will look up to a man 
but a pig will look you straight in the 
eye and see his equal.”

i am not, strictly speaking, a “pet 
person.” i never grew up with any 
in my parents’ home nor do i have 
any in my house now. i am, rather, 
a son of the Urban Jungle, more 
familiar with asphalt and concrete 
than nature and wildlife. Add to this 
my natural skepticism about cure-
all claims, and i’m probably the last 
person you’d expect to be touting the 
benefits of animal companionship for 
the aging demographic. but a talk by 
psychologist and dog expert Stanley 
coren at last year’s cArP conference 
and convention plus a recent spate 
of newspaper articles citing some 
truly astounding research have got 
me seeing the four-legged universe 
in a different way. i may not be ready 
to run out and buy a pet yet, but i’m 
starting to see that, given the evidence 
at hand, owning a pet seems to make a 
surprising amount of sense for people 
of Zoomer vintage.

Apparently, Pet Owners live longer; 
and not just the Pet Owners you’d 
expect to live longer — the healthy 
ones — but even Owners at risk. One 

of the most famous studies done in the 
pet-human field was conducted by dr. 
erika friedmann of brooklyn college, 
who followed a group of heart attack 
victims for a year after they suffered 
their attacks. She found that the single 
most important factor in their survival 
(after the severity of the heart damage, 
of course) was whether or not the 
patients had pets. “it was a mortality 
pattern that stunned us,” wrote dr. 
James Lynch, one of friedmann’s co-
researchers. Pet Owners in general 
(any animal) were four times more 
likely to be alive a year after suffering an 
attack than pet-less patients; and dog 
owners were eight times more likely. 
if that statistic isn’t mind-boggling 
enough, other studies have shown 
that owning a pet can significantly 
lower blood pressure (to the point 
where previously hypertensive people 
can go off their medication); increase 
levels of “well-being” hormones  like 
beta endorphin and dopamine; and 
decrease levels of cortisol, the stress 
hormone (suggesting a new way to 
treat clinically depressed people 
without medication). Older Pet 
Owners are in significantly better 
physical condition than their pet-less 
peers, have lower cholesterol levels, 
less trouble falling asleep and visit the 
doctor less often.

Another pet-related study asked 
married people to do mental 
arithmetic problems in four different 
situations: alone, with their spouse, 
with their pet or with their spouse 
and pet. The result: subjects made the 
fewest mistakes when they were with 
their pets alone, the most with their 
spouses alone. Little wonder when 
you consider that almost twice as 
many people report loving their pets 
as loving their spouses. 

when i first read this research as a 

whole, though, my skeptic’s reflex was: 
why?  how is it that fido and Ginger 
have such remarkable therapeutic 
ability to make people, particularly 
older people, healthier and happier? 
Lynch’s theory goes that in primitive 
times, when we were stressed, it was 
usually because something — say, a 
sabre-tooth tiger — was going to eat us. 
This created an evolutionarily reaction 
known as the fight-or-flight response, 
which was regulated by the autonomic 
nervous system. but while sabre-tooth 
tigers have disappeared, the fight-or-
flight response has not, claims Lynch. 
Our bodies still respond to far less 
critical stresses — a traffic jam, an 
argument — as though life and death 
were at stake. This misguided fight-
or-flight response not only wears our 
bodies down, it can also make us 
withdraw from others and become 
loners and lonely. James Lynch 
calls this replacing the physiology 
of inclusion with the physiology of 
exclusion. by “exclusion,” he means the 
kind of social isolation that can lead to 
premature disease and death.        

enter PetS. not only are domestic 
animals very good at drawing people 
out of themselves and their seclusion, 
they also seem to moderate the 
fight-or-flight response into a more 
appropriate reaction that doesn’t see  
minor obstacles as mortal threats.  
by providing their own form 
of unconditional love, by being 
inordinately happy to see us at the end 
of the day or at the crack of dawn (not 
to mention, i’m told, their fondness for 
certain parts of our anatomy), pets re-
establish the physiology of inclusion. 
That’s why so many nursing homes 
encourage visitors to bring animals 
with them when they visit.  

here, though, is where i start having 
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Zoo(mer)ology  
PuPPies to guPPies — Are 

Pets the Answer to Aging?
By moses znaimer 

>coming next issue … Zoomer PhilosoPhy ChAPter 15: the mAny mysteries of fAith 
 why And how our beliefs ChAnge As we Age
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some reservations about the claims 
made for Pet Ownership. Are pets the 
only antidote for the stress caused by 
the fight-or-flight response? Isn’t that 
what babies and grandchildren are for? 
If you have a loving partner and tons of 
offspring and grandchildren who visit 
you regularly or if you have a million 
friends you engage with, are you still 
lonely and prone to social isolation 
without a pet? More and more nursing 
and retirement homes are finding that 
establishing daycare centres in their 
facilities changes residents’ quality of 
life. Anyone who has seen really elderly 
people, particularly those suffering 
from dementia, react to small children 
knows how captivated and delighted 
they are. Besides, don’t pets that age 
along with their owners 
sooner or later become a 
financial and heartbreaking 
burden?

And It’s true; not every 
pet study done has been 
wholly positive. One expert 
who dares to point this  
out is Hal Herzog, a 
psychology professor at 
Western Carolina university 
and author of Some We 
Love, Some We Hate, Some 
We Eat: Why It’s So Hard 
to Think Straight About Animals. In a 
New York Times article, Herzog writes 
that he has a “stack of articles in his 
office supporting the hypothesis that 
pets are healthy for us.” But he claims 
to have another stack, almost as thick, 
arguing that the health benefits of 
pets aren’t long-term and that pets 
can even have a negative impact on 
our physical and psychological well-
being. In the article, Herzog cites a 
recent American survey that says that 
living with a pet didn’t make people 
any happier, an Australian study that 
didn’t find any evidence of increased 
lifespan for Pet Owners and a dutch 
study that couldn’t find any pet effect 
at all, positive or negative. even more 
damning, he notes that in 2006, a 
group of Finnish epidemiologists 

found that people who owned pets 
actually had higher incidences of 
“sciatica, kidney disease, arthritis, 
migraines, panic attacks, high blood 
pressure and depression.”

In addition, there’s the sad 
conundrum that while it’s unusual 
for an older person to survive a child, 
it’s far more common to survive a 
pet. The trauma of losing a beloved 
animal companion is nothing to be 
taken lightly, as many people reading 
this will know.1 And in the instances 
where we do outlive our pets, some 
of us manage to create traumas — 
and scandals — of a different sort. 
The late new York hotel magnate and 
Queen of Mean, Leona Helmsley, on 
her death in 2007, left $12 million to 

her white Maltese, trouble (including 
$100,000 a year for full-time security 
and $8,000 per annum for grooming). 
On the other hand, a pet may well treat 
you better than your own ungrateful 
spawn; something commonplace 
enough for China to consider a new 
law that imposes financial penalties, 
even jail, for children who neglect or 
fail to visit their parents.

stILL, even with all these caveats, 
it’s difficult to argue with the pet 
lobby. even if there’s only a 50 per 
cent chance that domestic animals do 
what their boosters say they can, why 

wouldn’t a prudent senior head for 
the nearest pet shop, kennel or animal 
shelter just in case? even People for 
the ethical treatment of Animals 
sympathizers, who might be inclined 
to see the pet-human equation as 
animal exploitation, will be interested 
to know that the benefit is reciprocal. 
two decades before James J. Lynch 
helped demonstrate that people 
could lower their blood pressure 
by stroking dogs, he showed that 
the blood pressure of dogs dropped 
significantly when people stroked 
them. The same held for horses and 
other tame animals. not only are pets 
good for us; we are good for pets. 

Animals bring joy, hilarity, love, 
friendship, comfort and relaxation into 

people's lives. They bring 
people closer to nature, take 
them out of themselves and 
bring emotional balance. 
If you are lucky enough to 
have a healthy and happy 
pet that you can afford and 
have the time to care for 
properly, it seems it will have 
a very positive effect on your 
mental and physical health. 
My conclusion is that it’s 
important for one's mental 
health to take responsibility 
for and nurture another 

living creature.
And for those of you who are neither 

dog nor cat nor horse nor pig nor 
hamster nor budgie people, I say never 
fear! You, too, can partake painlessly 
of the benefits of pets in the home. The 
answer? Fish. scientists have shown 
that simply watching fish swim in  
an aquarium can lower your stress  
levels even more than transcendental 
meditation. I know this to be true 
because I have a confession to make: I 
actually do have part-time “pets” 
myself — goldfish. In the summer, in a 
pond in my garden, there is a school of 
koi, large goldfish I like to feed and 
watch, and watch as they watch me. I 
get some of my best ideas doing this. 
turns out, goldfish are part of a larger 
genus: CArP.   

“Look, children are just pathetic substitutes  
for people who can't have pets.”

>Coming next issue … Zoomer PhilosoPhy ChaPter 15: the many mysteries of faith 
 why and how our beliefs Change as we age

1 Everybody got this broken feeling, like 
their father or their dog just died. — 
“Everybody Knows,” Leonard Cohen
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Last year, at the National 
religious Broadcasters Convention 
& exposition in Nashville (which 
I was attending because our  
company, ZoomerMedia Limited, had 
acquired Canada’s National Multi-
Faith television service, VisiontV), 
I was challenged to sum up my own 
beliefs while, in the manner of the 
great, progressive Jewish sage hillel, 
“standing on one foot.” For those of 
you who may not be familiar with 
the talmudic story, it seems that a 
certain “heathen” once approached 
hillel and demanded to be taught the 
entire torah while hillel stood on 
one foot. The more conservative sage, 
shammai, had already chased this 
same “wise guy” away with a hammer; 
but hillel was able to rise to the 
occasion with brevity and wisdom (I’ll 
get to what he said later).  But for most 
of us, enunciating what we believe is 
anything but simple.    

For instance, conventional wisdom 
has it that people tend to become 
more receptive to faith as they age; 
but is it true? Do people in fact 
grow more conservatively observant 
and religious as the years wear on? 
research seems to suggest that they 
do not. a recent survey of church 
attendance in england revealed that 
while the average age of congregations 
there was rising, the churchgoing 

rate among adults between the ages 
of 45 and 75 remained uniform. But 
after 75, it dropped sharply and not 
simply because people had a harder 
time getting to places of worship. 
What older people find more relevant, 
it turns out, are general-spiritual, 
as opposed to specific-religious, 
questions: such as, “What’s the 
meaning of life?” Or, “have I lived an 
admirable life?” two further studies 
involving seniors, one in the U.s. and 
one in the U.K., showed that while 

general “spiritual well-being” (having 
a sense of meaning or purpose in life) 
was associated with lower incidences 
of depression and loneliness, “religious 
well-being” (strong religious beliefs) 
was not.  

This different idea of spirituality, 
as wisdom that grows from the 
understanding that there is more 
to the human experience than the 
mechanics we see before us, resonates 
for members of “Our Gang” in a 
number of ways. One is evidenced by 
the veritable avalanche of charitable 
enterprises and acts, large and small, 
which comes across my desk every 
day – the majority spearheaded by 
people of Zoomer age. The second is 
an openness to the power of prayer.

By prayer, I should make clear, 
I’m talking about all forms of 

concentration or meditation (spoken 
and silent), which usually have as their 
aim the goal of removing either the 
person praying or the person being 
prayed for from a painful physical 
realm to a peaceful spiritual one. 
to the skeptic, a Buddhist chanting 
“Om” or a Chasidic Jew swaying in a 
synagogue can seem equally strange, 
possibly ridiculous. yet even the 
skeptic can’t deny that the act appears 
to help the people performing it. 
according to persistent claims, it can 
also help people at a distance.  

Can prayer actually affect the outside 
world? We’ve all heard of mysterious 
and unexplained medical outcomes, 
where seriously ill people, having 
been prayed for, subsequently recover. 
scientists insist such “miracles” are 
just perfect coincidences, but the 
possibility remains intriguing. My 
own first brush with the power-of-
prayer theory harks back to a book 
published in 1959 by a chemist-
turned-minister named Franklin 
Loehr called The Power of Prayer 
on Plants.  Loehr and his colleagues 
discovered that by praying “for growth 
and against growth” on opposite 
sides of a cake pan planted with corn 
kernels, they were able to produce 
16 viable seedlings on the positive 
side and only one on the negative –  
an outcome that had a one to two 
million probability of occurring by 
chance. (Classical music also turned 
out to be as good as prayer at getting 
plants to grow.) One of the most 
famous scientific confirmations of 
the power of “intercessory” prayer 
(where people pray for the healing of  
a sick person not in their presence) 
came from a 1988 experiment 
conducted by Dr. randolph Byrd, a 
cardiologist at san Francisco General 
hospital. Cardiac patients who were 

>the zoomer

philosophy
chapter 15

the Power 
of Love

SPirituaLity for the 
Zoomer NatioN

By moses znaimer 

 “What I see IN 
the heIGhteNeD 
spIrItUaL seNse 

OF aGING peOpLe 
Is reCeptIVIty 

tO the 
traNsFOrMatIVe 
pOWer OF LOVe”

“All you need is love …”  
—John  Lennon & paul McCartney, 1967
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prayed for by Christians they had never 
met had fewer symptoms and needed 
less medication after 10 months than a 
control group who weren’t prayed for.

Alas, science giveth and science 
taketh away. In 2006, in a curious 
study conducted in six medical 
centres across the U.S., cardiologists 
divided patients who had undergone 
heart surgery into three groups:  
one group was prayed for by local 
church congregants but didn’t know it; 
the second group was prayed for and 
did know and the third group wasn’t 
prayed for at all. The results were 
startling:  there was no difference in 
complications in either the group  
who were prayed for without 
knowing it or the group who  
weren’t prayed for at all.  
But the group who were 
prayed for and knew it 
experienced seven per cent 
more complications than 
either of the other two 
groups. (The researchers’ 
only explanation was that the 
prayers made patients who 
knew they were being prayed 
for “anxious about their ability 
to recover.” The patients may 
have thought, noted one 
doctor, that they were “so sick 
they had to call in the prayer 
team.”) Meanwhile, on the 
flip side, other experiments 
have shown positive results for a 
treatment similar to prayer – healing 
or therapeutic touch (including the 
Japanese Buddhist-derived discipline 
of reiki). Particularly in the areas of 
blood pressure and pain reduction, 
the touch of caring individuals seems 
to have a salutary effect. British 
researchers recently found that the 
reason people clutch their hands 
when, say, they inadvertently burn one 
on a hot stove, may be a reflex strategy 
to “reset the brain’s image of the body” 
to help eliminate the pain. In this 
case, the touching of the non-injured 
hand to the pained one causes “the 
integration of both hands together in 
a coherent body representation, which 

caused a reduction in heat pain.” The 
researchers call this “fooling the brain.”

I CAll It love. taken on a 
continuum, both Prayer and Healing 
touch can be seen as specific 
instances of the intimate regard for 
people that we call love. So, what I 
see in the heightened spiritual sense 
of aging people is receptivity to the 
transformative Power of love.  

“People’s ability to empathise 
with others peaks during their 60s,” 
reports The Daily Telegraph. “older 
generations have greater ‘emotional 
intelligence’ than younger members of 
society. They are also better at seeing 

the positive side of stressful situations. 
It makes sense that humans develop 
an enhanced ‘caring’ side as they near 
the end of their lives. ‘Increasingly, it 
appears that the meaning of late life 
centres on social relationships and 
caring for, and being cared for, by 
others,’ says psychologist professor 
Robert levenson from the University 
of California at Berkeley. ‘evolution 
seems to have tuned our nervous 
systems in ways that are optimal 
for these kinds of interpersonal and 
compassionate activities as we age.’ ”  

Another experiment done last year 
at Stanford University showed that the 
pain caused by a heated probe applied 
to the hand of a college student in love 

was perceived as being 40 per cent 
less intense when that student was 
shown a picture of their loved one. 
love effectively acted as an analgesic. 
“When patients are doing markedly 
better and I find out they are in a new 
passionate relationship,” said Dr. Sean 
Mackey, chief of the division of pain 
management at Stanford and one of 
the authors of the study, “I may be less 
likely to think it’s the new medication 
I put them on. I realize that maybe it 
has nothing to do with me.”

So, WHAt DID HIllel SAy 
when asked to recite the torah while 
standing on one foot? “What is  

hateful to you, do not do 
unto your neighbour. That is 
the entire torah; the rest is 
commentary.” And what did 
I say last year in Nashville 
when asked to sum up my 
own beliefs in the same 
manner? I said, “I believe in 
the Golden Rule, and I believe 
in Good television.” I wasn’t 
trying to be flip. The Golden 
Rule, which is arguably the 
fundamental tenet common 
to all the major religions, is 
the Rule of love codified. 
By instructing us to do to 
others only what is pleasing 
to ourselves, it encompasses 
all the forms of love that I see 

preoccupying Zoomers today. This 
holds whether the activity is Charity or 
Prayer or touch; whether it’s throwing 
a fundraiser or hugging your partner. 
And television? television is a means 
for transmitting not just the hurly-burly 
of entertainment and information 
but ethics and Art, which can be  
as transforming as love itself. God 
is love, and so is Music, which, as 
Shakespeare pointed out, is the food 
of love. Both these impulses, the 
Compassionate and the Creative, are 
as mysterious in origin as any story 
explaining the existence of the world. 
And both of them have the power to  
alter our consciousness and elevate  
our spirits.  

>Coming next issue … Zoomer PhilosoPhy ChaPter 16: the Power of 100 – the astonishing 
new reality of living for a Century

“God, Allah, Brahma, Yahweh, Adi-Buddha, 
Tirawa-Atius, Ta’aroa, & Associates”
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or with their families. 
In short, Centenarians aren’t typical 

80-year-olds with 20 more years of de-
cline added on. Effectively, they don’t 
decline; they simply die (the kind of 
death, incidentally, to which most of 
us aspire). “Centenarians disprove  
the notion that the older you get, the 
sicker you get,” clarifies Thomas Perls, 
a Boston University professor of geri-
atrics and Director of the NECS, “they 
teach us that [at a certain point] the 
older you get, the healthier you’ve 
been.” We’re all familiar with the ob-
servation that “aging isn’t for sissies” 
and, for many older people who suf-
fer increasing physical discomfort 
and mental confusion, the maxim is 
undoubtedly true. It’s a fear reflected 
in surveys showing that 75 per cent of 
adults today don’t wish to live to 100, 
and “very few want to live to 120 even 
if that were possible.” But Centenar-
ians turn the rule on its head. 
In a way, they’re a different spe-
cies, with a paradoxical message: 
if you want to avoid the erosion 
and malaise of aging, you have 
two choices – die young or die 
really old.

Centenarians are also surpris-
ingly positive about their lives. 
That is, they think they’re getting 
better. More than 60 per cent 
claim their health has improved 
in the past five years. In 1966, a 
study done in Georgia discov-
ered that 67 per cent of 100-year-olds 
lived below the poverty line. When it 
came to financial reserves and money 
available for more than the bare ne-
cessities, they were twice as badly off 
as average 60-year-old Americans. 
Yet, 95 per cent said they had enough 
money to meet their needs, and three-
quarters said they could afford extras. 
Their optimism might seem deluded, 
but it makes sense: it isn’t money that 
determines who’s happy but who is 
happiest with what they have. The 
journal Gerontology not long ago pub-
lished a study that found that Centen-
arians are disproportionately able to 
achieve “congruence,” a psychological 

term for the feeling of harmony we 
experience when the various parts of 
our lives are in balance. It doesn’t hurt 
that the most Centenarians also pos-
sess the most priceless commodity of 
all, their health.

So the two definite things we do 
know about Centenarians are these: 
one, their numbers are increasing ex-
ponentially; and two, they are, against 
all odds, a predominantly healthy and 
happy group of people. The ramifica-
tions are fascinating. One particularly 
tasty tidbit, at least for the guys, is that, 
once you get to 100, the girls outnum-
ber boys nine to one. So, no matter 
how geeky or shy you happen to be, if 
you make it to 100, you’re pretty much 
assured of getting a date. On a less 
whimsical note, the new Centenarian 
Reality means we’ll need to adjust our 
personal timeline to accommodate a 
much longer, vigorous lifespan, and so 

to redefine what and when it is to be 
young or middle-aged or old. 

Given what we know about trends 
and medical advances, just how many 
Centenarians will there be in the fu-
ture? This is where the statistics move 
from the surprising to the stunning. Ac-
cording to a study published in 2009 
in The Lancet, perhaps the world’s 
most quoted medical journal, more 
than half the babies born today in the 
developed nations will live to be 100. 
Close to four million babies are born 
every year in the U.S. and more than 
half a million in Canada. A rough ex-
trapolation projects that by the year 
3011, 100 years from now, there could 

be 22 million Centenarians in the U.S. 
– approximately the present popula-
tion of Australia; and more than 2.5 
million in Canada – approximately 
the present population of the core 
City of Toronto. 

The so-called grey tsunami that is 
spooking the world today is a mere 
wading pool compared to what the 
future holds. But that future tsu-
nami need not be a decrepit one. If 
the current profile of Centenarians 
holds, they will be even healthier than 
100-year-olds are today. With persis-
tent work by CARP and other organ-
izations like it, they will also be a vital, 
respected part of society in a way that 
seniors today can only dream of – as 
much Centurions as Centenarians.

By then, hopefully, they will have 
imparted a few more of their secrets 
to the young, including one I’ve stum-
bled on myself. This is something also 

confirmed by the British Office 
for National Statistics; namely, 
that bosses live longer! Which 
is to say that autonomy is hugely 
important and pays off in extra 
years as compared to people 
who have little say in what they 
do. It appears that an independ-
ent frame of mind – plus a curi-
osity to see what comes next 
in life – may well increase our 
chances of reaching 100.

And here’s another lesson that 
SuperCentenarians can teach 

the young: humility. In 1965, when 
Jeanne Calment, the world old-age 
record holder to be, was already 90, 
a 45-year-old lawyer named André-
François Raffray purchased the apart-
ment she was living in on an unusual 
basis. He agreed to pay her a monthly 
stipend of 2,500 francs ($400 today) 
until her death, at which point the 
apartment would become his. Raffray 
died at the age of 77, in 1996, when 
Calment was only 121 years old and 
alive enough to have collected more 
than $180,000 in monthly payments, 
more than twice the apartment’s mar-
ket value. When she died a year later, 
his family was still paying. 

IN 1998, HAllMARk card com-
pany introduced its first 100th birth-
day cards. By 2007, they were selling 
85,000 a year in the U.S. – very close, 
coincidentally, to the U.S. Census Bur-
eau’s estimate of some 82,000 centen-
arians for that year. Today, the number 
of American 100-year-olds prob-
ably stands closer to 90,000, sug-
gesting about 6,000 in Canada. 
Centenarians are now the fast-
est growing age demographic 
in the world. Until recently, a 
100th birthday was cause for a 
newspaper article; today, one re-
tirement home in Toronto alone 
– Belmont House – has 12 Cen-
tenarians. What was once more 
exclusive than the seven-figure 
salary, the three-figure age has 
become a major factor in the 
story of modern aging. Hundred-year-
olds are no longer curiosities; they 
have arrived.

Yet what fascinates me most about 
the mystique of living a full century 
is how little more we actually know 
about it today than what’s available in 
the Bible. It seems that for all the recent 
medical advances, all the improve-
ments, better nutrition and educa-
tion and an easier, less dangerous life 
that make for extended longevity, it’s 
the Bible, written between 2,000 and 
3,000 years ago, which firmly fixes 
the epitome of old age at 120 years. 
“My Spirit will not contend with man 
forever, for he is mortal; his days will  

be a hundred and twenty years.” 1
How old was the oldest fully docu-

mented person who ever lived, Jeanne 
Calment of France, when she died in 
1997? 122. “Biz hunderdt und zwan-
zig!” runs the Yiddish benediction: 
“May you live to be 120!” Notwith-
standing Methuselah, the Bible and 
folklore pegged the limit eons ago, 
while science is just approaching it.

When Centenarians are interviewed 
about the secret of reaching 100, it 
turns out there is no consistency in 
either their prescriptions or their 
personal experience. The “key,” ap-
parently, is either to live a sober and 

abstemious life or one heavy on sex, 
drugs and rock and roll. Some Centen-
arians drink alcohol once a day, some 
more, some none. Smoking seems 
contraindicated but only tobacco and 
cigarettes, not cigars or pipes (Jeanne 
Calment gave up cigarettes at the age 
of 117). Natalia and leonid Gavrilov, 
a wife-and-husband team of actuarial 
longevity researchers, who spoke at the 
CARP Conference last year, suggest 
that it also helps to be born of a young 
mother, in the months of September, 
October or November, to live on a 
farm and to avoid being fat at age 30. 

But later, it may not matter. “These  
people were more obese, smoked 
more and did less exercise than every-
one else, so it certainly wasn’t their 
lifestyle” is how Dr. Nir Barzilai, a 
professor of medicine and genetics at 
the Albert Einstein College of Medi-
cine in New York, describes the 500 
Centenarians in his lonGenity study, 
designed to look for unique biological 
markers in 100-year-olds.

The five Blue Zones2, where 
100-year-olds appear disproportion-
ately (Sardinia, Italy; Okinawa, Japan; 
Nicoya, Costa Rica; Ikaria, Greece; 
loma linda, California), share some 

things in common but have just 
as many differences. So it would 
appear that, instead of being 
a priceless compendium of 
practical lessons about how to 
achieve long life, Centenarians 
remain a mystery even to them-
selves. But if we stop asking how 
they got there and look at who 
they are instead, then Centenar-
ians do have something invalu-
able to teach us. 

In a 1994 study, Harvard Uni-
versity researchers discovered 

the startling fact that most 100-year-
olds didn’t have Alzheimer’s. The main 
finding of the New England Centen-
arian Study (NECS) is an expansion of 
this anomaly: not only don’t Centenar-
ians usually suffer from Alzheimer’s, 
they’re equally resistant to the other 
chronic illnesses associated with age – 
cardiovascular problems and diabetes 
for two – until just before they die. 
Often, they escape these diseases alto-
gether. More than 90 per cent of Cen-
tenarians are physically and mentally 
healthy throughout their 90s, and 50 
per cent continue to live on their own 
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or with their families. 
In short, Centenarians aren’t typical 

80-year-olds with 20 more years of de-
cline added on. Effectively, they don’t 
decline; they simply die (the kind of 
death, incidentally, to which most of 
us aspire). “Centenarians disprove  
the notion that the older you get, the 
sicker you get,” clarifies Thomas Perls, 
a Boston University professor of geri-
atrics and Director of the NECS, “they 
teach us that [at a certain point] the 
older you get, the healthier you’ve 
been.” We’re all familiar with the ob-
servation that “aging isn’t for sissies” 
and, for many older people who suf-
fer increasing physical discomfort 
and mental confusion, the maxim is 
undoubtedly true. It’s a fear reflected 
in surveys showing that 75 per cent of 
adults today don’t wish to live to 100, 
and “very few want to live to 120 even 
if that were possible.” But Centenar-
ians turn the rule on its head. 
In a way, they’re a different spe-
cies, with a paradoxical message: 
if you want to avoid the erosion 
and malaise of aging, you have 
two choices – die young or die 
really old.

Centenarians are also surpris-
ingly positive about their lives. 
That is, they think they’re getting 
better. More than 60 per cent 
claim their health has improved 
in the past five years. In 1966, a 
study done in Georgia discov-
ered that 67 per cent of 100-year-olds 
lived below the poverty line. When it 
came to financial reserves and money 
available for more than the bare ne-
cessities, they were twice as badly off 
as average 60-year-old Americans. 
Yet, 95 per cent said they had enough 
money to meet their needs, and three-
quarters said they could afford extras. 
Their optimism might seem deluded, 
but it makes sense: it isn’t money that 
determines who’s happy but who is 
happiest with what they have. The 
journal Gerontology not long ago pub-
lished a study that found that Centen-
arians are disproportionately able to 
achieve “congruence,” a psychological 

term for the feeling of harmony we 
experience when the various parts of 
our lives are in balance. It doesn’t hurt 
that the most Centenarians also pos-
sess the most priceless commodity of 
all, their health.

So the two definite things we do 
know about Centenarians are these: 
one, their numbers are increasing ex-
ponentially; and two, they are, against 
all odds, a predominantly healthy and 
happy group of people. The ramifica-
tions are fascinating. One particularly 
tasty tidbit, at least for the guys, is that, 
once you get to 100, the girls outnum-
ber boys nine to one. So, no matter 
how geeky or shy you happen to be, if 
you make it to 100, you’re pretty much 
assured of getting a date. On a less 
whimsical note, the new Centenarian 
Reality means we’ll need to adjust our 
personal timeline to accommodate a 
much longer, vigorous lifespan, and so 

to redefine what and when it is to be 
young or middle-aged or old. 

Given what we know about trends 
and medical advances, just how many 
Centenarians will there be in the fu-
ture? This is where the statistics move 
from the surprising to the stunning. Ac-
cording to a study published in 2009 
in The Lancet, perhaps the world’s 
most quoted medical journal, more 
than half the babies born today in the 
developed nations will live to be 100. 
Close to four million babies are born 
every year in the U.S. and more than 
half a million in Canada. A rough ex-
trapolation projects that by the year 
3011, 100 years from now, there could 

be 22 million Centenarians in the U.S. 
– approximately the present popula-
tion of Australia; and more than 2.5 
million in Canada – approximately 
the present population of the core 
City of Toronto. 

The so-called grey tsunami that is 
spooking the world today is a mere 
wading pool compared to what the 
future holds. But that future tsu-
nami need not be a decrepit one. If 
the current profile of Centenarians 
holds, they will be even healthier than 
100-year-olds are today. With persis-
tent work by CARP and other organ-
izations like it, they will also be a vital, 
respected part of society in a way that 
seniors today can only dream of – as 
much Centurions as Centenarians.

By then, hopefully, they will have 
imparted a few more of their secrets 
to the young, including one I’ve stum-
bled on myself. This is something also 

confirmed by the British Office 
for National Statistics; namely, 
that bosses live longer! Which 
is to say that autonomy is hugely 
important and pays off in extra 
years as compared to people 
who have little say in what they 
do. It appears that an independ-
ent frame of mind – plus a curi-
osity to see what comes next 
in life – may well increase our 
chances of reaching 100.

And here’s another lesson that 
SuperCentenarians can teach 

the young: humility. In 1965, when 
Jeanne Calment, the world old-age 
record holder to be, was already 90, 
a 45-year-old lawyer named André-
François Raffray purchased the apart-
ment she was living in on an unusual 
basis. He agreed to pay her a monthly 
stipend of 2,500 francs ($400 today) 
until her death, at which point the 
apartment would become his. Raffray 
died at the age of 77, in 1996, when 
Calment was only 121 years old and 
alive enough to have collected more 
than $180,000 in monthly payments, 
more than twice the apartment’s mar-
ket value. When she died a year later, 
his family was still paying. 

IN 1998, HAllMARk card com-
pany introduced its first 100th birth-
day cards. By 2007, they were selling 
85,000 a year in the U.S. – very close, 
coincidentally, to the U.S. Census Bur-
eau’s estimate of some 82,000 centen-
arians for that year. Today, the number 
of American 100-year-olds prob-
ably stands closer to 90,000, sug-
gesting about 6,000 in Canada. 
Centenarians are now the fast-
est growing age demographic 
in the world. Until recently, a 
100th birthday was cause for a 
newspaper article; today, one re-
tirement home in Toronto alone 
– Belmont House – has 12 Cen-
tenarians. What was once more 
exclusive than the seven-figure 
salary, the three-figure age has 
become a major factor in the 
story of modern aging. Hundred-year-
olds are no longer curiosities; they 
have arrived.

Yet what fascinates me most about 
the mystique of living a full century 
is how little more we actually know 
about it today than what’s available in 
the Bible. It seems that for all the recent 
medical advances, all the improve-
ments, better nutrition and educa-
tion and an easier, less dangerous life 
that make for extended longevity, it’s 
the Bible, written between 2,000 and 
3,000 years ago, which firmly fixes 
the epitome of old age at 120 years. 
“My Spirit will not contend with man 
forever, for he is mortal; his days will  

be a hundred and twenty years.” 1
How old was the oldest fully docu-

mented person who ever lived, Jeanne 
Calment of France, when she died in 
1997? 122. “Biz hunderdt und zwan-
zig!” runs the Yiddish benediction: 
“May you live to be 120!” Notwith-
standing Methuselah, the Bible and 
folklore pegged the limit eons ago, 
while science is just approaching it.

When Centenarians are interviewed 
about the secret of reaching 100, it 
turns out there is no consistency in 
either their prescriptions or their 
personal experience. The “key,” ap-
parently, is either to live a sober and 

abstemious life or one heavy on sex, 
drugs and rock and roll. Some Centen-
arians drink alcohol once a day, some 
more, some none. Smoking seems 
contraindicated but only tobacco and 
cigarettes, not cigars or pipes (Jeanne 
Calment gave up cigarettes at the age 
of 117). Natalia and leonid Gavrilov, 
a wife-and-husband team of actuarial 
longevity researchers, who spoke at the 
CARP Conference last year, suggest 
that it also helps to be born of a young 
mother, in the months of September, 
October or November, to live on a 
farm and to avoid being fat at age 30. 

But later, it may not matter. “These  
people were more obese, smoked 
more and did less exercise than every-
one else, so it certainly wasn’t their 
lifestyle” is how Dr. Nir Barzilai, a 
professor of medicine and genetics at 
the Albert Einstein College of Medi-
cine in New York, describes the 500 
Centenarians in his lonGenity study, 
designed to look for unique biological 
markers in 100-year-olds.

The five Blue Zones2, where 
100-year-olds appear disproportion-
ately (Sardinia, Italy; Okinawa, Japan; 
Nicoya, Costa Rica; Ikaria, Greece; 
loma linda, California), share some 

things in common but have just 
as many differences. So it would 
appear that, instead of being 
a priceless compendium of 
practical lessons about how to 
achieve long life, Centenarians 
remain a mystery even to them-
selves. But if we stop asking how 
they got there and look at who 
they are instead, then Centenar-
ians do have something invalu-
able to teach us. 

In a 1994 study, Harvard Uni-
versity researchers discovered 

the startling fact that most 100-year-
olds didn’t have Alzheimer’s. The main 
finding of the New England Centen-
arian Study (NECS) is an expansion of 
this anomaly: not only don’t Centenar-
ians usually suffer from Alzheimer’s, 
they’re equally resistant to the other 
chronic illnesses associated with age – 
cardiovascular problems and diabetes 
for two – until just before they die. 
Often, they escape these diseases alto-
gether. More than 90 per cent of Cen-
tenarians are physically and mentally 
healthy throughout their 90s, and 50 
per cent continue to live on their own 
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fence, the 1896 Olympians were truly 
Olympian compared to even the fittest  
60-year-olds of their day. Today, this 
is not the case. The most significant 
comparison isn’t the difference be-
tween us and them but us and us: 
what our Zoomer demographic was 
athletically capable of 100 years ago 
and what we’re doing today.    

These results are doubly stunning 
because of another widely held mis-
conception about aging: the idea that 
most of the negative changes we see 
in the physical performance of older 
people are in fact age-related. But a 
least two studies focused on older ath-
letes in the past 10 years have shown 
that “performance losses in middle age 
are mainly due to a seden-
tary lifestyle, rather than 
biological aging.” The de-
cline these surveys did find 
among older athletes as they 
got even older was moder-
ate, not dramatic. One Ger-
man study, done in 2010, 
which examined marathon 
participants from ages 20 
to 79, reported that “25 per 
cent of the 65- to 69-year-old 
runners were faster than 50 
per cent of the 20- to 54-year-
old runners.”2 This despite 
the fact that roughly a quar-
ter of the oldest runners had only taken 
up marathon running in their 60s. 

WhaT aBOuT those of us who 
aren’t budding marathoners? Zoom-
ers who participate in Masters’ com-
petitive sports, while their numbers 
are growing, are just the tip of a lar-
ger pyramid. The much larger base 
is the record number of older adults 
who today are turning to vigorous 
recreational activities to an extent that 
no previous aging demographic ever 
has. health-club memberships among 
the 55-plus group, for instance, have 
recently “exploded,” according to Co-
lin Miner, CEO of the International 

Council on active aging. Between 
1990 and today, the number of such 
memberships has risen by roughly 400 
per cent. Baby-Boomer participation 
in outdoor recreational activities is 
even more dramatic. according to re-
ports from outdoor industry sources, 
the two largest segments of North 
americans who take part in outdoor 
recreation today are the Baby Boom-
ers and the Millennials. The Boom-
ers gravitate toward hiking, biking, 
fishing, canoeing, camping and golf; 
the Millennials favour skateboarding, 
snowboarding and bouldering. The 
preferences seem logical. What’s sur-
prising is that the generation between 
us and the kids – Gen X – has become 

the sedentary casualty in the mix.
 The revival of recreational exer-

cise among today’s older adults – or, 
in some cases, the discovery of it by 
people who haven’t had the time or 
inclination to be active until they’ve 
gotten older – takes on local quirks de-
pending on where you happen to be. 
In England, where traditional forms 
of exercise like gardening, walking the 
dog and even bicycling have become 
increasingly the province of older 
people, studies have found that the 
average pensioner is significantly more 
active on a daily basis than the average 
young person.3 In the u.S., where gar-
dening takes a back seat to the internal 

combustion engine, Baby Boomers 
have become the fastest growing por-
tion of the american motorcycle-rid-
ing population. The attraction may be 
more rock ’n’ roll than recreation, but 
motorcycling is definitely outdoorsy, 
and somewhat physically demanding. 
according to Time magazine, “Nearly 
a third of harley-Davidson riders are 
now 50 or older.”

This being Canada, there’s no bet-
ter place to look to see the rise of 
Zoomer participation than your local 
hockey arena. Over the past few years, 
the availability of ice time across the 
country has become a hot-button 
issue, first with girls’ and women’s 
hockey leagues demanding their fair 

share of the available slots 
(and they don’t mean 6 
a.m. Saturday morning) 
and, lately, with the new 
presence of senior hockey. 
adult games, pick-up and 
league, are now so popular 
that in larger metropol-
itan areas the arenas are at 
capacity. an ever-growing 
number of the men – and 
women – playing in these 
games are age 50, 60 and 
beyond. 

Recently, an essay ap-
peared in the Globe and 

Mail called “The Vet on Skates,” by 
a 63-year-old named Rick haliechuk 
who plays hockey twice a week. In one 
game, he’s the “oldest player on [his] 
team by at least 20 years.” In another, 
he’s “one of the younger players.” I’m 
glad he’s still playing because it gives 
me – it gives us – another choice  
response to the people who won’t 
stop complaining about the dreaded  
tsunami of frailty and cost that we  
represent, the burden our generation 
will become in the not-too-distant 
future: “Never mind worrying about 
crowded doctors’ waiting rooms,” 
I’d like to tell them. “Start worrying 
about crowded rinks.” 

>Coming next issue … The greaTesT sTory never Told – 
Why is The Zoomer CulTural revoluTion being ignored?

“So it’s kick-boxing now, is it, Debbie?”

My pERSONal appROaCh to 
moving my butt has always been more 
functional than passionate. In my 20s 
and 30s, I played squash pretty often 
and intensely; before that I pitched 
windmill fastball in a Montreal little 
league. But I considered the primary 
benefit of sports to be the exercise, as 
opposed to the challenge of compet-
ing or the thrill of winning. So, when 
my knees began telling me that chas-
ing a little rubber ball in an echoing 
white room was no longer such a good 
idea, I switched without regret to get-
ting my exercise through regular, vig-
orous walking, plus getaways to places 
that offered serious guided hiking, 
usually in mountainous terrain. aside 
from the no-food fast I would throw 
in with the week of trekking (sounds 
extreme, I know, but it sure peels off 
the pounds in a hurry), I thought 
that the evolution of my recreational 
preferences – swapping competitive 
sports for simpler energetic activities 
– was pretty typical for our generation 
of maturing adults. a growing num-
ber of us, however, are opting for a 
radically different path. This change 
in athletic approach is a prime ex-
ample of how our vast and idiosyn-
cratic demographic is changing what 
it means to grow older in relation to 
the physical life.

The past two decades – particularly 
the last 10 years – have seen an explo-
sion in the popularity of Masters – or 
Veteran – athletics. Technically, any-

one over the age of 35 can be classed 
as a Masters athlete (competition is 
grouped in five year intervals: 35 to 
39, 40 to 44, all the way up to 90 to 
94 and even 95 to 99 and 100-plus for 
some events). But the recent surge 
has been concentrated in age groups 
above 55, with heavy concentration 
in the 60-plus demographic, which 
coincides precisely with the arrival of 
Baby Boomers to those groups.1 The 
greatest number of competitors at in-
door World Masters athletics events 
are between the ages of 55 and 65 with, 
by far, the most populous age bracket 
being the 60 to 64 group. “Twenty 
years ago,” says Brian Keaveney, vice-
president of WMa, “the largest groups 
would have been younger, in their 50s 
at most.” The change is partly due to 
demographics, partly to the exploding 
of myths about aging individuals and 
competitive sports. 

Twenty years ago, the majority 
of 60-year-olds wouldn’t have con-
sidered pole vaulting or running a 
100-metre dash, probably out of fear 
of injury, or because of doctor’s ad-
vice. But in the interim, studies have 
shown conclusively that older athletes 
live longer, stay healthier and remain 
able to compete longer. at the Masters 
level, they’re also more seriously com-
mitted. “a younger Masters athlete 
will get involved for participation’s 
sake,” says Keaveney. “The 60-year-
olds are in it for the long run and tend 
to be after records.”

It’s when you examine those rec-
ords that the situation reveals itself 
to be even more remarkable. almost 
without exception, the times and dis-
tances associated with the most recent 
world records established by Masters 

Athletes in the 60 to 64 age category 
are virtually the same as the times and 
distances achieved by athletes in their 
mid-20s 115 years ago – at the first 
modern Olympic Games, held in ath-
ens, Greece, in 1896. 

In athens, for instance, 20-some-
thing Tom Burke of the u.S. won 
the gold in the 100 metres in 12.0 
seconds; today, the 60 to 65 record in 
the 100 metres is held by Ron Taylor 
of Great Britain: 11.7 seconds. The 
800-metre race in athens was won by 
australia’s Teddy Flack in 2:11; the 60 
to 65 record today belongs to another 
aussie, alan Bradford, at 2:10.42 (the 
65 to 70 record, 2:14.33, is held by 
Canada’s own Earl Fee). In 1896, a 
young american, Ellery Clark, high 
jumped his way to a gold medal at 
1.81 metres; today, the 60 to 65 record 
is held by German Thomas Zachara: 
1.84 metres. The marathon at the in-
augural Olympics was won, fittingly, 
by a Greek runner, Spiridon louis, 
in 2:58:50; just over a century later, 
Canada’s legendary Ed Whitlock set 
the 70 to 75 marathon record, 2:54:48. 
(Three years later he set the 75 to 80 
record, 3:04:54, a time which would 
have earned him a bronze medal at 
the 1896 Olympics.) 

Far from being indifferent to com-
parisons with their younger counter-
parts, Elite Older athletes today use 
“age-grading,” a set of formulas that, 
like a golf handicap, converts their 
results to what would be analogous 
figures for top athletes in their 20s. 
a major aim of Masters athletes is 
to try to get the maximum age-grad-
ed result for their age group. Now, it 
might seem unsporting to compare 
young, genuinely amateur athletes of 
more than a century ago with older 
world-class athletes today, given the 
advances we’ve seen in nutrition and 
training regimens. But, in their de-
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masTers of The 
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never mind CroWded  
doCTors’ offiCes; WhaT 
abouT CroWded rinks? 

By moses znaimer 

2Deutsches Ärzteblatt International 2010 
Nov;107(46):809-16.  

1According to Toronto’s Brian Keaveney, 
vice-president of World Masters Athletics 
and president of North, Central American 
and Caribbean Regional Assoc. of WMA.

3The most detailed of these studies, commissioned by the BBC, was based on the 
National survey of time use and conducted by the British Office for National  
Statistics in 2002. 
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fence, the 1896 Olympians were truly 
Olympian compared to even the fittest  
60-year-olds of their day. Today, this 
is not the case. The most significant 
comparison isn’t the difference be-
tween us and them but us and us: 
what our Zoomer demographic was 
athletically capable of 100 years ago 
and what we’re doing today.    

These results are doubly stunning 
because of another widely held mis-
conception about aging: the idea that 
most of the negative changes we see 
in the physical performance of older 
people are in fact age-related. But a 
least two studies focused on older ath-
letes in the past 10 years have shown 
that “performance losses in middle age 
are mainly due to a seden-
tary lifestyle, rather than 
biological aging.” The de-
cline these surveys did find 
among older athletes as they 
got even older was moder-
ate, not dramatic. One Ger-
man study, done in 2010, 
which examined marathon 
participants from ages 20 
to 79, reported that “25 per 
cent of the 65- to 69-year-old 
runners were faster than 50 
per cent of the 20- to 54-year-
old runners.”2 This despite 
the fact that roughly a quar-
ter of the oldest runners had only taken 
up marathon running in their 60s. 

WhaT aBOuT those of us who 
aren’t budding marathoners? Zoom-
ers who participate in Masters’ com-
petitive sports, while their numbers 
are growing, are just the tip of a lar-
ger pyramid. The much larger base 
is the record number of older adults 
who today are turning to vigorous 
recreational activities to an extent that 
no previous aging demographic ever 
has. health-club memberships among 
the 55-plus group, for instance, have 
recently “exploded,” according to Co-
lin Miner, CEO of the International 

Council on active aging. Between 
1990 and today, the number of such 
memberships has risen by roughly 400 
per cent. Baby-Boomer participation 
in outdoor recreational activities is 
even more dramatic. according to re-
ports from outdoor industry sources, 
the two largest segments of North 
americans who take part in outdoor 
recreation today are the Baby Boom-
ers and the Millennials. The Boom-
ers gravitate toward hiking, biking, 
fishing, canoeing, camping and golf; 
the Millennials favour skateboarding, 
snowboarding and bouldering. The 
preferences seem logical. What’s sur-
prising is that the generation between 
us and the kids – Gen X – has become 

the sedentary casualty in the mix.
 The revival of recreational exer-

cise among today’s older adults – or, 
in some cases, the discovery of it by 
people who haven’t had the time or 
inclination to be active until they’ve 
gotten older – takes on local quirks de-
pending on where you happen to be. 
In England, where traditional forms 
of exercise like gardening, walking the 
dog and even bicycling have become 
increasingly the province of older 
people, studies have found that the 
average pensioner is significantly more 
active on a daily basis than the average 
young person.3 In the u.S., where gar-
dening takes a back seat to the internal 

combustion engine, Baby Boomers 
have become the fastest growing por-
tion of the american motorcycle-rid-
ing population. The attraction may be 
more rock ’n’ roll than recreation, but 
motorcycling is definitely outdoorsy, 
and somewhat physically demanding. 
according to Time magazine, “Nearly 
a third of harley-Davidson riders are 
now 50 or older.”

This being Canada, there’s no bet-
ter place to look to see the rise of 
Zoomer participation than your local 
hockey arena. Over the past few years, 
the availability of ice time across the 
country has become a hot-button 
issue, first with girls’ and women’s 
hockey leagues demanding their fair 

share of the available slots 
(and they don’t mean 6 
a.m. Saturday morning) 
and, lately, with the new 
presence of senior hockey. 
adult games, pick-up and 
league, are now so popular 
that in larger metropol-
itan areas the arenas are at 
capacity. an ever-growing 
number of the men – and 
women – playing in these 
games are age 50, 60 and 
beyond. 

Recently, an essay ap-
peared in the Globe and 

Mail called “The Vet on Skates,” by 
a 63-year-old named Rick haliechuk 
who plays hockey twice a week. In one 
game, he’s the “oldest player on [his] 
team by at least 20 years.” In another, 
he’s “one of the younger players.” I’m 
glad he’s still playing because it gives 
me – it gives us – another choice  
response to the people who won’t 
stop complaining about the dreaded  
tsunami of frailty and cost that we  
represent, the burden our generation 
will become in the not-too-distant 
future: “Never mind worrying about 
crowded doctors’ waiting rooms,” 
I’d like to tell them. “Start worrying 
about crowded rinks.” 

>Coming next issue … The greaTesT sTory never Told – 
Why is The Zoomer CulTural revoluTion being ignored?

“So it’s kick-boxing now, is it, Debbie?”

My pERSONal appROaCh to 
moving my butt has always been more 
functional than passionate. In my 20s 
and 30s, I played squash pretty often 
and intensely; before that I pitched 
windmill fastball in a Montreal little 
league. But I considered the primary 
benefit of sports to be the exercise, as 
opposed to the challenge of compet-
ing or the thrill of winning. So, when 
my knees began telling me that chas-
ing a little rubber ball in an echoing 
white room was no longer such a good 
idea, I switched without regret to get-
ting my exercise through regular, vig-
orous walking, plus getaways to places 
that offered serious guided hiking, 
usually in mountainous terrain. aside 
from the no-food fast I would throw 
in with the week of trekking (sounds 
extreme, I know, but it sure peels off 
the pounds in a hurry), I thought 
that the evolution of my recreational 
preferences – swapping competitive 
sports for simpler energetic activities 
– was pretty typical for our generation 
of maturing adults. a growing num-
ber of us, however, are opting for a 
radically different path. This change 
in athletic approach is a prime ex-
ample of how our vast and idiosyn-
cratic demographic is changing what 
it means to grow older in relation to 
the physical life.

The past two decades – particularly 
the last 10 years – have seen an explo-
sion in the popularity of Masters – or 
Veteran – athletics. Technically, any-

one over the age of 35 can be classed 
as a Masters athlete (competition is 
grouped in five year intervals: 35 to 
39, 40 to 44, all the way up to 90 to 
94 and even 95 to 99 and 100-plus for 
some events). But the recent surge 
has been concentrated in age groups 
above 55, with heavy concentration 
in the 60-plus demographic, which 
coincides precisely with the arrival of 
Baby Boomers to those groups.1 The 
greatest number of competitors at in-
door World Masters athletics events 
are between the ages of 55 and 65 with, 
by far, the most populous age bracket 
being the 60 to 64 group. “Twenty 
years ago,” says Brian Keaveney, vice-
president of WMa, “the largest groups 
would have been younger, in their 50s 
at most.” The change is partly due to 
demographics, partly to the exploding 
of myths about aging individuals and 
competitive sports. 

Twenty years ago, the majority 
of 60-year-olds wouldn’t have con-
sidered pole vaulting or running a 
100-metre dash, probably out of fear 
of injury, or because of doctor’s ad-
vice. But in the interim, studies have 
shown conclusively that older athletes 
live longer, stay healthier and remain 
able to compete longer. at the Masters 
level, they’re also more seriously com-
mitted. “a younger Masters athlete 
will get involved for participation’s 
sake,” says Keaveney. “The 60-year-
olds are in it for the long run and tend 
to be after records.”

It’s when you examine those rec-
ords that the situation reveals itself 
to be even more remarkable. almost 
without exception, the times and dis-
tances associated with the most recent 
world records established by Masters 

Athletes in the 60 to 64 age category 
are virtually the same as the times and 
distances achieved by athletes in their 
mid-20s 115 years ago – at the first 
modern Olympic Games, held in ath-
ens, Greece, in 1896. 

In athens, for instance, 20-some-
thing Tom Burke of the u.S. won 
the gold in the 100 metres in 12.0 
seconds; today, the 60 to 65 record in 
the 100 metres is held by Ron Taylor 
of Great Britain: 11.7 seconds. The 
800-metre race in athens was won by 
australia’s Teddy Flack in 2:11; the 60 
to 65 record today belongs to another 
aussie, alan Bradford, at 2:10.42 (the 
65 to 70 record, 2:14.33, is held by 
Canada’s own Earl Fee). In 1896, a 
young american, Ellery Clark, high 
jumped his way to a gold medal at 
1.81 metres; today, the 60 to 65 record 
is held by German Thomas Zachara: 
1.84 metres. The marathon at the in-
augural Olympics was won, fittingly, 
by a Greek runner, Spiridon louis, 
in 2:58:50; just over a century later, 
Canada’s legendary Ed Whitlock set 
the 70 to 75 marathon record, 2:54:48. 
(Three years later he set the 75 to 80 
record, 3:04:54, a time which would 
have earned him a bronze medal at 
the 1896 Olympics.) 

Far from being indifferent to com-
parisons with their younger counter-
parts, Elite Older athletes today use 
“age-grading,” a set of formulas that, 
like a golf handicap, converts their 
results to what would be analogous 
figures for top athletes in their 20s. 
a major aim of Masters athletes is 
to try to get the maximum age-grad-
ed result for their age group. Now, it 
might seem unsporting to compare 
young, genuinely amateur athletes of 
more than a century ago with older 
world-class athletes today, given the 
advances we’ve seen in nutrition and 
training regimens. But, in their de-
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1According to Toronto’s Brian Keaveney, 
vice-president of World Masters Athletics 
and president of North, Central American 
and Caribbean Regional Assoc. of WMA.

3The most detailed of these studies, commissioned by the BBC, was based on the 
National survey of time use and conducted by the British Office for National  
Statistics in 2002. 
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(26.7 per cent). In 2008, Canadians 
spent more than twice as much on live 
performing arts ($1.4 billion) than on 
sports events ($0.65 billion).” 

What’s hidden in this breakdown 
is the fact that it’s largely Zoomer-
driven. Zoomers account for more 
than half the audience for virtually 
all performing arts: 70 per cent of all 
classical music concert attendance, 
approximately 60 per cent of all live 
theatre attendance and 55 per cent of 
all attendance at operas. These 
days, Zoomers are leading the 
Arts and Culture charge not 
simply by providing the audi-
ence that’s filling the halls 
but by sitting on the boards 
of these institutions and en-
dowing them financially. 
While overall charitable dona-
tions in Canada have dropped 
since 2007 – the fallout of the 
financial crisis – the number 
of private foundations has 
continued to increase stead-
ily. The total has more than 
doubled in the last seven 
years, now holding some $12 
billion in assets. 

A WhIle Ago, I read a 
newspaper article about an 
aging man who had suffered a 
series of cardiac setbacks and 
who was asked by his family 
to outline his DNR (Do Not 
Resuscitate) instructions for 
the future. “If I can eat a ham-
burger and watch football,” 
the man said, “bring me back. 
If not, let me go.” If for “watch 
football,” you substitute “listen to 
music” or “see a play” or “read a 
book” or “paint” or “dance” or “look 
at nature”, then the wisdom of his 
instruction becomes clear. Physical 
health is of core importance, but there 
has to be a reason for it, beyond our 
simple reflex to keep breathing. We 
crave health not only so that we can 
avoid pain but also so that we can 
enjoy the immense beauty the world 
has to offer. That Pleasure, that Beauty 

is the province of Culture and is a large 
part of what makes “life worth living.” 
If a hospital can give us a modus vi-
vendi (a way to live), a Bach concerto 
can give us a causa vivo (a reason to 
live). In supporting both modus and 
causa, we address two of the great nat-
ural needs all humans share. 

The two needs are linked. We know 
what happens to the physical health of 
a population when the freedom to ex-
press, to oppose, to create is curtailed. 

In totalitarian regimes, life expect-
ancies tend to be lower compared to 
democracies, and suicide rates higher. 
The process works in the other dir-
ection, as well. Art therapy has been 
shown to reduce depression in people 
suffering from such disorders and to 
dramatically reduce symptoms associ-
ated with pain and anxiety in cancer 
patients. Music therapy is recognized 
as one of the few things that can help 
sufferers of advanced Alzheimer’s 

to express themselves and may even 
slow the deterioration in physical and 
mental processes characterized by de-
mentia. even with the loss of speech 
in Alzheimer’s patients, musical abil-
ities are often “relatively unaffected.” 

So why is it that any time that 
budgets are strained, the men and 
women of money go first after the 
things that actually make life worth 
living? For example, in Toronto, a 
cost-cutting exercise is currently tar-

geting “Cultural Services such 
as Art, events and heritage 
Programming.”

I ADMIRe hoW writer An-
drew Klavan put it recently 
in the National Post: “What 
I really care about now is the 
immortal parts of mortal en-
terprise. The irrelevant, the 
stuff that doesn’t matter but is 
simply beautiful – the music, 
the poetry, the pictures and 
storytelling – the arts – that’s 
where all the joy is and it’s joy 
that seems more urgent to us 
as the years pass.”

The expression “Man does 
not live by bread alone” is 
often attributed to Jesus (Mat-
thew 4:4), but knowledgeable 
rabbi that he was, Jesus was 
actually paraphrasing an old 
Testament passage (Deuter-
onomy 8: 2-3). “… And he 
humbled you and let you hun-
ger and fed you with manna 
… that he might make you 
know that man does not live 
by bread alone, but man lives 

by every word that comes from the 
mouth of the lord.” If, at our time of 
life, we are closer to “what comes from 
the mouth of the lord,” then maybe 
it’s a good time for us to start thinking 
about what also lies Beyond Bread. 
education, entertainment, Culture, 
Nature, these are the things that make 
life worthwhile. As that guy from the 
newspaper story pointed out, they’re 
even worth coming back from the 
dead for. Football, included.  

>Coming next issue … To RoT oR To BuRn – old, new and CosT-effeCTive ways  
To dispose of youR eaRThly Remains

IF you’ve BeeN FolloWINg 
Zoomer Philosophy, you’ll know that 
from the outset I’ve considered it im-
portant to counteract the endemic 
Image of Aging as a story defined 
by decline, desperation and death. 
Instead, I’ve tried to bring forward 
the New Reality of Aging in the 21st 
century: namely, that we’re generally 
living longer (in many cases, much 
longer) and staying healthier longer, 
with an unprecedented quality of life 
that allows most of us to be active 
and productive and, therefore, com-
fortable, even happy, with advancing 
years. But while it’s vital for society 
that we oppose the clichéd monolithic 
and negative notion of “old,” it’s also 
important to face realities. 

Fact is, precisely because Boomers 
constituted and remain the largest 
generation on record and, despite 
all the advances in medicine, educa-
tion, nutrition and lifestyle that allow 
more of us to thrive than ever before, 
our gang will also be afflicted by the 
traditional problems of aging in rec-
ord numbers. For instance, this year 
alone, more than 100,000 Canadians, 
the vast majority over 60, will develop 
dementia; in 25 years, the number of 

people with Alzheimer’s disease and 
related ailments will exceed a mil-
lion.1  About one and a half million 
of us today suffer osteoporosis, the 
bone-thinning condition that dra-
matically increases the likelihood of 
fractures; in the near future, three 
million more2 (our demo again) stand 
a good chance of being affected. Ac-
cording to another recent study, the 
number of annual cancer diagnoses in 
British Columbia will increase by 50 
per cent in the next 25 years3 (projec-
tions for Canada are similar), again 
with our demographic leading the 
way. In addition, by the year 2030, the 
need for joint replacements in North 
America – including joint revisions, 
in which previous replacements need 
to be redone, a function of an aging 
population – is projected to increase 
by factors ranging from 174 per cent 
(hip replacements) to 673 per cent 
(knee replacements).4 It’s no wonder 
that health-care costs are expected to 
rise to almost 60 per cent of all prov-

incial budgets in Canada by 20255 and 
that the need for long-term care nurs-
ing homes is expected to outstrip even 
that spiral. 

given all this, how can any govern-
ment contemplate investing money in 
anything but the health of its People? 
or how about an individual “of a cer-
tain age” who’s thinking of making 
a charitable donation? Self-interest 
would suggest that virtually all such 
donations would be directed at specif-
ic or general health-care areas. our 
reputation as “the most selfish genera-
tion” would seem to ensure the trend. 
But this does not turn out to be the 
case! 

Just as humankind has always found 
both the opportunity and the resour-
ces to beautify our surroundings, 
expound on the meaning of life or 
sit outside on a summer day, enjoy-
ing a drink and listening to music, so 
have aging Canadians chosen to not 
simply direct their volunteerism and 
financial support to institutions and 
research concerned with our physical 
well-being but to those that address 
our metaphysical health as well. We 
do this by supporting Culture and the 
Arts, as never before.

Globe and Mail Tv critic John Doyle 
noted recently that the Cultural Sec-
tor in Canada now employs approxi-
mately 600,000 people, more than 
the forestry and banking industries 
combined. he went on to cite surveys 
that reported that in the year 2005, 
“two-thirds of Canadians read a book 
(66.6 per cent), one in two attended 
a performance by professional artists 
or a cultural festival (48.8 per cent), 
and one in four visited an art gallery 

>the zoomer

philosophy
Chapter 18

man CannoT live 
By BRead alone
“Let us read and Let us 

dance – two amusements 
that wiLL never do any 

harm to the worLd” 
—volTaiRe 

By moses znaimer 

 1rising tide: the Impact of Dementia on 
Canadian society. Alzheimer Society, 2009 
2The Osteoporosis Society of Canada 
and the National Osteoporosis 
Foundation (USA)

3Cancer Incidence Projections, British 
Columbia, 2009-2024, B.C. Cancer Agency
4Madeline Ellis, “Knee and Hip Replacements 
Expected to Increase Dramatically by 
2030” from Health News, April 24, 2008
5 “Rising Health-care Costs and Increasing 

Longevity: Should Canadians Be 
Concerned?” Dean Connor, President, Sun 
Life Financial Canada, July 2008 address 
to Vancouver Board of Trade 

“You have to admire the concept—early music 
performed on the original instruments.”

“Reservations, please. And while 
I wait, I’d like to hear Act II of 
Tosca sung by Tito Gobbi and 

Maria Callas.”

“Cut the opera, Fred, and go to sleep!”
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(26.7 per cent). In 2008, Canadians 
spent more than twice as much on live 
performing arts ($1.4 billion) than on 
sports events ($0.65 billion).” 

What’s hidden in this breakdown 
is the fact that it’s largely Zoomer-
driven. Zoomers account for more 
than half the audience for virtually 
all performing arts: 70 per cent of all 
classical music concert attendance, 
approximately 60 per cent of all live 
theatre attendance and 55 per cent of 
all attendance at operas. These 
days, Zoomers are leading the 
Arts and Culture charge not 
simply by providing the audi-
ence that’s filling the halls 
but by sitting on the boards 
of these institutions and en-
dowing them financially. 
While overall charitable dona-
tions in Canada have dropped 
since 2007 – the fallout of the 
financial crisis – the number 
of private foundations has 
continued to increase stead-
ily. The total has more than 
doubled in the last seven 
years, now holding some $12 
billion in assets. 

A WhIle Ago, I read a 
newspaper article about an 
aging man who had suffered a 
series of cardiac setbacks and 
who was asked by his family 
to outline his DNR (Do Not 
Resuscitate) instructions for 
the future. “If I can eat a ham-
burger and watch football,” 
the man said, “bring me back. 
If not, let me go.” If for “watch 
football,” you substitute “listen to 
music” or “see a play” or “read a 
book” or “paint” or “dance” or “look 
at nature”, then the wisdom of his 
instruction becomes clear. Physical 
health is of core importance, but there 
has to be a reason for it, beyond our 
simple reflex to keep breathing. We 
crave health not only so that we can 
avoid pain but also so that we can 
enjoy the immense beauty the world 
has to offer. That Pleasure, that Beauty 

is the province of Culture and is a large 
part of what makes “life worth living.” 
If a hospital can give us a modus vi-
vendi (a way to live), a Bach concerto 
can give us a causa vivo (a reason to 
live). In supporting both modus and 
causa, we address two of the great nat-
ural needs all humans share. 

The two needs are linked. We know 
what happens to the physical health of 
a population when the freedom to ex-
press, to oppose, to create is curtailed. 

In totalitarian regimes, life expect-
ancies tend to be lower compared to 
democracies, and suicide rates higher. 
The process works in the other dir-
ection, as well. Art therapy has been 
shown to reduce depression in people 
suffering from such disorders and to 
dramatically reduce symptoms associ-
ated with pain and anxiety in cancer 
patients. Music therapy is recognized 
as one of the few things that can help 
sufferers of advanced Alzheimer’s 

to express themselves and may even 
slow the deterioration in physical and 
mental processes characterized by de-
mentia. even with the loss of speech 
in Alzheimer’s patients, musical abil-
ities are often “relatively unaffected.” 

So why is it that any time that 
budgets are strained, the men and 
women of money go first after the 
things that actually make life worth 
living? For example, in Toronto, a 
cost-cutting exercise is currently tar-

geting “Cultural Services such 
as Art, events and heritage 
Programming.”

I ADMIRe hoW writer An-
drew Klavan put it recently 
in the National Post: “What 
I really care about now is the 
immortal parts of mortal en-
terprise. The irrelevant, the 
stuff that doesn’t matter but is 
simply beautiful – the music, 
the poetry, the pictures and 
storytelling – the arts – that’s 
where all the joy is and it’s joy 
that seems more urgent to us 
as the years pass.”

The expression “Man does 
not live by bread alone” is 
often attributed to Jesus (Mat-
thew 4:4), but knowledgeable 
rabbi that he was, Jesus was 
actually paraphrasing an old 
Testament passage (Deuter-
onomy 8: 2-3). “… And he 
humbled you and let you hun-
ger and fed you with manna 
… that he might make you 
know that man does not live 
by bread alone, but man lives 

by every word that comes from the 
mouth of the lord.” If, at our time of 
life, we are closer to “what comes from 
the mouth of the lord,” then maybe 
it’s a good time for us to start thinking 
about what also lies Beyond Bread. 
education, entertainment, Culture, 
Nature, these are the things that make 
life worthwhile. As that guy from the 
newspaper story pointed out, they’re 
even worth coming back from the 
dead for. Football, included.  

>Coming next issue … To RoT oR To BuRn – old, new and CosT-effeCTive ways  
To dispose of youR eaRThly Remains

IF you’ve BeeN FolloWINg 
Zoomer Philosophy, you’ll know that 
from the outset I’ve considered it im-
portant to counteract the endemic 
Image of Aging as a story defined 
by decline, desperation and death. 
Instead, I’ve tried to bring forward 
the New Reality of Aging in the 21st 
century: namely, that we’re generally 
living longer (in many cases, much 
longer) and staying healthier longer, 
with an unprecedented quality of life 
that allows most of us to be active 
and productive and, therefore, com-
fortable, even happy, with advancing 
years. But while it’s vital for society 
that we oppose the clichéd monolithic 
and negative notion of “old,” it’s also 
important to face realities. 

Fact is, precisely because Boomers 
constituted and remain the largest 
generation on record and, despite 
all the advances in medicine, educa-
tion, nutrition and lifestyle that allow 
more of us to thrive than ever before, 
our gang will also be afflicted by the 
traditional problems of aging in rec-
ord numbers. For instance, this year 
alone, more than 100,000 Canadians, 
the vast majority over 60, will develop 
dementia; in 25 years, the number of 

people with Alzheimer’s disease and 
related ailments will exceed a mil-
lion.1  About one and a half million 
of us today suffer osteoporosis, the 
bone-thinning condition that dra-
matically increases the likelihood of 
fractures; in the near future, three 
million more2 (our demo again) stand 
a good chance of being affected. Ac-
cording to another recent study, the 
number of annual cancer diagnoses in 
British Columbia will increase by 50 
per cent in the next 25 years3 (projec-
tions for Canada are similar), again 
with our demographic leading the 
way. In addition, by the year 2030, the 
need for joint replacements in North 
America – including joint revisions, 
in which previous replacements need 
to be redone, a function of an aging 
population – is projected to increase 
by factors ranging from 174 per cent 
(hip replacements) to 673 per cent 
(knee replacements).4 It’s no wonder 
that health-care costs are expected to 
rise to almost 60 per cent of all prov-

incial budgets in Canada by 20255 and 
that the need for long-term care nurs-
ing homes is expected to outstrip even 
that spiral. 

given all this, how can any govern-
ment contemplate investing money in 
anything but the health of its People? 
or how about an individual “of a cer-
tain age” who’s thinking of making 
a charitable donation? Self-interest 
would suggest that virtually all such 
donations would be directed at specif-
ic or general health-care areas. our 
reputation as “the most selfish genera-
tion” would seem to ensure the trend. 
But this does not turn out to be the 
case! 

Just as humankind has always found 
both the opportunity and the resour-
ces to beautify our surroundings, 
expound on the meaning of life or 
sit outside on a summer day, enjoy-
ing a drink and listening to music, so 
have aging Canadians chosen to not 
simply direct their volunteerism and 
financial support to institutions and 
research concerned with our physical 
well-being but to those that address 
our metaphysical health as well. We 
do this by supporting Culture and the 
Arts, as never before.

Globe and Mail Tv critic John Doyle 
noted recently that the Cultural Sec-
tor in Canada now employs approxi-
mately 600,000 people, more than 
the forestry and banking industries 
combined. he went on to cite surveys 
that reported that in the year 2005, 
“two-thirds of Canadians read a book 
(66.6 per cent), one in two attended 
a performance by professional artists 
or a cultural festival (48.8 per cent), 
and one in four visited an art gallery 
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man CannoT live 
By BRead alone
“Let us read and Let us 

dance – two amusements 
that wiLL never do any 

harm to the worLd” 
—volTaiRe 

By moses znaimer 

 1rising tide: the Impact of Dementia on 
Canadian society. Alzheimer Society, 2009 
2The Osteoporosis Society of Canada 
and the National Osteoporosis 
Foundation (USA)

3Cancer Incidence Projections, British 
Columbia, 2009-2024, B.C. Cancer Agency
4Madeline Ellis, “Knee and Hip Replacements 
Expected to Increase Dramatically by 
2030” from Health News, April 24, 2008
5 “Rising Health-care Costs and Increasing 

Longevity: Should Canadians Be 
Concerned?” Dean Connor, President, Sun 
Life Financial Canada, July 2008 address 
to Vancouver Board of Trade 

“You have to admire the concept—early music 
performed on the original instruments.”

“Reservations, please. And while 
I wait, I’d like to hear Act II of 
Tosca sung by Tito Gobbi and 

Maria Callas.”

“Cut the opera, Fred, and go to sleep!”
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his death in 2002, ignored his will’s 
stipulation that he be cremated. 
The story grew a degree more gris-
ly when it emerged that Williams’ 
head – which was preserved separ-
ate from his body – may have been 
damaged while it was being placed in 
its container. The separation of head 
from torso (to be grafted onto a new 
body in the ultra-advanced medical 
future) underlines one of the ma-
jor downsides of cryopreservation:  
the price tag. The cost of preserv-
ing just your head – “neuropreser-
vation” – comes in around $80,000, 
with a $500 annual maintenance fee, 
to be paid by your estate. A whole-
body preservation carries an up-
front cost of $200,000, which may 
be why another potential ce-
lebrity cryo client, Timothy 
Leary, ultimately decided 
against being super-cooled, 
and opted instead for …

4. BuriAL in SpAce Since 
1997, lipstick-tube-sized por- 
tions of the cremated re-
mains of some 340 people 
(including Leary and Star 
Trek creator Gene rodden-
berry) have been blasted 
into space aboard rockets. 
One such capsule belongs 
to Dr. eugene Shoemaker, 
the co-discoverer of the comet 
Shoemaker-Levy 9, whose ashes 
were aboard the Lunar prospector 
probe, which impacted the moon 
in July of 1999. Another belongs 
to clyde Tombaugh, the discoverer 
of pluto, whose remains are being 
transported by the spacecraft New 
Horizons, which will photograph 
pluto and then carry Tombaugh’s 
ashes beyond the sun to the stars. 
According to the price list provided 
by Voyager Service, the cost of the 
capsule Option, which provides  
for the launch of one gram of  
cremated remains into deep space, 
is $12,500. Two people can launch 
one gram of themselves together 
for a 50 per cent reduction, a mere 

$18,750. plus there’s a 10 per cent 
discount for veterans. A steal com-
pared to cryopreservation. 

5. BuriAL AT SeA, BODy DOnA-
TiOn AnD pLASTinATiOn it is 
possible, remarkably, for an ordin-
ary, non-naval-attached canadian, 
to be buried at sea, but it is strongly 
discouraged by the canadian gov-
ernment; sea-committed remains 
have been dredged up in the past by 
fishing trawlers. it’s pretty expensive 
($2,500 for a permit) and imposes 
a dizzying array of guarantees and 
modifications (coffins must include 
holes for fish to swim through).

Less complicated than commit-
ting your body to the sea is leav-

ing it to science. Seventeen medical 
schools in canada are currently ac-
credited to receive body donations. 
All require special forms to be 
filled out by the prospective donor  
(obtainable either through your 
family doctor or from university 
websites). you can either opt for an 
institution that will use your cadaver 
for a limited time, then burn it and 
return your ashes to your family; 
or for an institution that practises 
plastination, a modern take on em-
balming and mummification. Sili-
cone and epoxy plastics replace the 
water and fat in the corpse, which 
won’t decay, can be handled and 
still look pretty much the way it did 
when it was alive.  

6. VerTicAL BuriAL This novel 
land-burial procedure, being pion-
eered in Australia, will keep you up-
right and save space. The process 
involves the boring of a tubular shaft 
some two feet wide and 10 feet deep; 
the deceased is lowered feet first into 
the shaft in a biodegradable bag. in 
October of 2010, Allan Heywood be-
came the first modern person to be 
buried vertically. What attracted him 
to the idea was that upright Burial, 
the company behind the new innova-
tion, promised that there would be no 
headstones, only a GpS co-ordinate of 
where the particular person was bur-
ied; and that after the approximately 
40,000 people the field was designed 
to receive were interned (far more 

than horizontal burial would 
allow), it would revert to pas-
tureland. “Once you’re dead, 
you’re dead all over,” said  
Mr. Heywood, a self-pro-
claimed atheist. “it won’t 
matter to me; it only matters 
to the living.” 

Maybe more to the point, 
he added: “i’ve attended a lot 
of funerals over the years and 
i’ve never attended one that 
i’ve enjoyed.” Which brings 
me to …

7. My neW iDeA i agree 
with Mr. Heywood: funerals are 
for the living, and they’re almost 
never fun. Hence my plan: whether 
i’m buried, burned or dehydrat-
ed, i want my marker to be in the 
shape of a classic philco predicta 
TV circa 1960 with a practical 
touch screen and a comfortable 
bench so viewers can take a load off 
their feet. Visitors will then be able  
to choose from a selection of vid-
eos, some long, some short, by and 
about moi: my work, my careers, my 
passions (“Hi! Nice of you to drop 
by. How much time have you got?”). 
it might sound immodest and it’s 
certainly not traditional but, with 
luck, pace Mr. Heywood, it will be  
entertaining. 

i’LL ALWAyS reMeMBer the 
day my parents sat me down for 
“the talk” about their death, their 
will and, in particular, i recall the 
pride with which they showed me 
the certificates indicating they had 
bought, and fully paid for, two plots 
adjacent in the coveted, crowded, 
more expensive, in-town Jewish 
cemetery. Well before they were 
the age i am now, they and all their 
friends had thought about their own 
demise and had made arrangements 
to spare their kids the expense and 
burden of doing so last minute 
when the time came. Of course, 
this is precisely another of the Very  
important Things i’ve put off think-
ing about, let alone doing. i haven’t 
yet decided where i’ll be “laid to 
rest” or exactly how. Turns out, i’m 
not alone.  

Surveys show that only 37 per cent 
of canadian adults have made firm 
plans for their funerals, and only 
10 per cent have purchased a bur-
ial plot (with women more likely 
than men to have done both). But,  
sooner or later, these decisions 
are there for us all to make; and it  
probably behooves us to know what 
the options are (here in the West) 
before those left behind must act 
quickly, even while immobilized by 
grief and confusion. 

1. rOT Or Burn These two time-
tested methods of disposal – burial 
and cremation – are still the most 
popular choices in canada, by far. 

What you might find surprising 
is the market share each enjoys. in 
1970, well over 90 per cent of all 
who died in canada were buried in 
graves; fewer than six per cent were 
cremated. As of 2009, the cremation 
rate was 68.4 per cent (one of the 
higher national rates in the world); 
the burial rate, a mere 30 per cent. 
One probable cause is the influx of 
immigrants from Asian countries, 
which favour cremation culturally. 
Another is the declining influence 
of the Judeo-christian religions, 
which mostly prefer burial. By com-
parison, the cremation rate in the 
more “devout” u.S., still stands at 
less than 40 per cent. 

expense, though, might be the key 
factor. The average cost of a stan-
dard burial in canada, including 
burial plot and headstone, is some-
where between seven and ten thou-
sand dollars (about half of what it is 
south of the border). cremation, on 
the other hand, runs between $1,000 
at the low end and $5,000 at the ab-
solute high. Despite the recent rise 
of scaled-down, modest in-ground 
possibilities (Hebrew Basic Burial 
in Toronto, for instance, provides 
more economic versions of the al-
ready austere Jewish burial service), 
cremation, the small-box option, 
remains the cheapest, quickest solu-
tion to a pressing need. 

 
2. prOMeSSiOn A space-age ver-
sion of cremation, promession, the 
brainchild of Swedish marine biolo-
gist Susanne Wiigh-Masak, involves 
freeze-drying the corpse using li-
quid nitrogen, vibrating the brittle 
result into an organic powder and 
running the powder through a vac-
uum chamber to remove the 70 per 
cent of us that’s water. Where cre-
mation leaves primarily bone ash, 
what’s left after promession is a bio-

logically complete, dehydrated hu-
man. Finally, the powder is passed 
through a metal detector that ex-
tracts any metallic “spare parts” 
such as fragments of artificial joints 
and dental fillings, which might 
contain hazardous environmental 
contaminants. The organic powder, 
called “promains,” are then buried in 
a cornstarch container which, along 
with the powder, turns to compost 
in six to 12 months. Flowers or a 
tree can then be planted, per the 
wishes of the deceased. All of this 
is accomplished with far less energy 
consumption than the 23 litres of oil 
burned during each cremation – at 
a cost roughly the same as that of 
the average cremation. The rub is 
availability. At present, promessa 
has facilities up and running only 
in Sweden and the u.K., though 
plans are in the works for expansion 
into other countries soon, including 
canada and the u.S.

3. cryOpreSerVATiOn This is 
the practice of “vitrifying” a legally 
dead person – solidifying the body 
without, technically, freezing it, 
at temperatures around the boil-
ing point of liquid hydrogen – and 
keeping it in super-cold storage 
against the time when medical sci-
ence has progressed to the point 
where the body can be thawed out, 
kick-started, and cured of what-
ever disease killed it. As much as 
this may sound like a low-budget 
1950’s horror movie, there are cur-
rently some 200 people worldwide 
who have undergone the process. 
The two most notable cryonic pro-
viders are the european company 
Kriorus and the Alcor Society, 
based in Scottsdale, Ariz. The most 
famous known cryopreserved hu-
man is probably baseball immortal 
Ted Williams whose children, on 
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to rot or burn?
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 in remains disposal 
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“We also have urns, if you want to 
think outside the box.”

>coming next issue … the sixth sense: what really happens to memory as we age?
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his death in 2002, ignored his will’s 
stipulation that he be cremated. 
The story grew a degree more gris-
ly when it emerged that Williams’ 
head – which was preserved separ-
ate from his body – may have been 
damaged while it was being placed in 
its container. The separation of head 
from torso (to be grafted onto a new 
body in the ultra-advanced medical 
future) underlines one of the ma-
jor downsides of cryopreservation:  
the price tag. The cost of preserv-
ing just your head – “neuropreser-
vation” – comes in around $80,000, 
with a $500 annual maintenance fee, 
to be paid by your estate. A whole-
body preservation carries an up-
front cost of $200,000, which may 
be why another potential ce-
lebrity cryo client, Timothy 
Leary, ultimately decided 
against being super-cooled, 
and opted instead for …

4. BuriAL in SpAce Since 
1997, lipstick-tube-sized por- 
tions of the cremated re-
mains of some 340 people 
(including Leary and Star 
Trek creator Gene rodden-
berry) have been blasted 
into space aboard rockets. 
One such capsule belongs 
to Dr. eugene Shoemaker, 
the co-discoverer of the comet 
Shoemaker-Levy 9, whose ashes 
were aboard the Lunar prospector 
probe, which impacted the moon 
in July of 1999. Another belongs 
to clyde Tombaugh, the discoverer 
of pluto, whose remains are being 
transported by the spacecraft New 
Horizons, which will photograph 
pluto and then carry Tombaugh’s 
ashes beyond the sun to the stars. 
According to the price list provided 
by Voyager Service, the cost of the 
capsule Option, which provides  
for the launch of one gram of  
cremated remains into deep space, 
is $12,500. Two people can launch 
one gram of themselves together 
for a 50 per cent reduction, a mere 

$18,750. plus there’s a 10 per cent 
discount for veterans. A steal com-
pared to cryopreservation. 

5. BuriAL AT SeA, BODy DOnA-
TiOn AnD pLASTinATiOn it is 
possible, remarkably, for an ordin-
ary, non-naval-attached canadian, 
to be buried at sea, but it is strongly 
discouraged by the canadian gov-
ernment; sea-committed remains 
have been dredged up in the past by 
fishing trawlers. it’s pretty expensive 
($2,500 for a permit) and imposes 
a dizzying array of guarantees and 
modifications (coffins must include 
holes for fish to swim through).

Less complicated than commit-
ting your body to the sea is leav-

ing it to science. Seventeen medical 
schools in canada are currently ac-
credited to receive body donations. 
All require special forms to be 
filled out by the prospective donor  
(obtainable either through your 
family doctor or from university 
websites). you can either opt for an 
institution that will use your cadaver 
for a limited time, then burn it and 
return your ashes to your family; 
or for an institution that practises 
plastination, a modern take on em-
balming and mummification. Sili-
cone and epoxy plastics replace the 
water and fat in the corpse, which 
won’t decay, can be handled and 
still look pretty much the way it did 
when it was alive.  

6. VerTicAL BuriAL This novel 
land-burial procedure, being pion-
eered in Australia, will keep you up-
right and save space. The process 
involves the boring of a tubular shaft 
some two feet wide and 10 feet deep; 
the deceased is lowered feet first into 
the shaft in a biodegradable bag. in 
October of 2010, Allan Heywood be-
came the first modern person to be 
buried vertically. What attracted him 
to the idea was that upright Burial, 
the company behind the new innova-
tion, promised that there would be no 
headstones, only a GpS co-ordinate of 
where the particular person was bur-
ied; and that after the approximately 
40,000 people the field was designed 
to receive were interned (far more 

than horizontal burial would 
allow), it would revert to pas-
tureland. “Once you’re dead, 
you’re dead all over,” said  
Mr. Heywood, a self-pro-
claimed atheist. “it won’t 
matter to me; it only matters 
to the living.” 

Maybe more to the point, 
he added: “i’ve attended a lot 
of funerals over the years and 
i’ve never attended one that 
i’ve enjoyed.” Which brings 
me to …

7. My neW iDeA i agree 
with Mr. Heywood: funerals are 
for the living, and they’re almost 
never fun. Hence my plan: whether 
i’m buried, burned or dehydrat-
ed, i want my marker to be in the 
shape of a classic philco predicta 
TV circa 1960 with a practical 
touch screen and a comfortable 
bench so viewers can take a load off 
their feet. Visitors will then be able  
to choose from a selection of vid-
eos, some long, some short, by and 
about moi: my work, my careers, my 
passions (“Hi! Nice of you to drop 
by. How much time have you got?”). 
it might sound immodest and it’s 
certainly not traditional but, with 
luck, pace Mr. Heywood, it will be  
entertaining. 

i’LL ALWAyS reMeMBer the 
day my parents sat me down for 
“the talk” about their death, their 
will and, in particular, i recall the 
pride with which they showed me 
the certificates indicating they had 
bought, and fully paid for, two plots 
adjacent in the coveted, crowded, 
more expensive, in-town Jewish 
cemetery. Well before they were 
the age i am now, they and all their 
friends had thought about their own 
demise and had made arrangements 
to spare their kids the expense and 
burden of doing so last minute 
when the time came. Of course, 
this is precisely another of the Very  
important Things i’ve put off think-
ing about, let alone doing. i haven’t 
yet decided where i’ll be “laid to 
rest” or exactly how. Turns out, i’m 
not alone.  

Surveys show that only 37 per cent 
of canadian adults have made firm 
plans for their funerals, and only 
10 per cent have purchased a bur-
ial plot (with women more likely 
than men to have done both). But,  
sooner or later, these decisions 
are there for us all to make; and it  
probably behooves us to know what 
the options are (here in the West) 
before those left behind must act 
quickly, even while immobilized by 
grief and confusion. 

1. rOT Or Burn These two time-
tested methods of disposal – burial 
and cremation – are still the most 
popular choices in canada, by far. 

What you might find surprising 
is the market share each enjoys. in 
1970, well over 90 per cent of all 
who died in canada were buried in 
graves; fewer than six per cent were 
cremated. As of 2009, the cremation 
rate was 68.4 per cent (one of the 
higher national rates in the world); 
the burial rate, a mere 30 per cent. 
One probable cause is the influx of 
immigrants from Asian countries, 
which favour cremation culturally. 
Another is the declining influence 
of the Judeo-christian religions, 
which mostly prefer burial. By com-
parison, the cremation rate in the 
more “devout” u.S., still stands at 
less than 40 per cent. 

expense, though, might be the key 
factor. The average cost of a stan-
dard burial in canada, including 
burial plot and headstone, is some-
where between seven and ten thou-
sand dollars (about half of what it is 
south of the border). cremation, on 
the other hand, runs between $1,000 
at the low end and $5,000 at the ab-
solute high. Despite the recent rise 
of scaled-down, modest in-ground 
possibilities (Hebrew Basic Burial 
in Toronto, for instance, provides 
more economic versions of the al-
ready austere Jewish burial service), 
cremation, the small-box option, 
remains the cheapest, quickest solu-
tion to a pressing need. 

 
2. prOMeSSiOn A space-age ver-
sion of cremation, promession, the 
brainchild of Swedish marine biolo-
gist Susanne Wiigh-Masak, involves 
freeze-drying the corpse using li-
quid nitrogen, vibrating the brittle 
result into an organic powder and 
running the powder through a vac-
uum chamber to remove the 70 per 
cent of us that’s water. Where cre-
mation leaves primarily bone ash, 
what’s left after promession is a bio-

logically complete, dehydrated hu-
man. Finally, the powder is passed 
through a metal detector that ex-
tracts any metallic “spare parts” 
such as fragments of artificial joints 
and dental fillings, which might 
contain hazardous environmental 
contaminants. The organic powder, 
called “promains,” are then buried in 
a cornstarch container which, along 
with the powder, turns to compost 
in six to 12 months. Flowers or a 
tree can then be planted, per the 
wishes of the deceased. All of this 
is accomplished with far less energy 
consumption than the 23 litres of oil 
burned during each cremation – at 
a cost roughly the same as that of 
the average cremation. The rub is 
availability. At present, promessa 
has facilities up and running only 
in Sweden and the u.K., though 
plans are in the works for expansion 
into other countries soon, including 
canada and the u.S.

3. cryOpreSerVATiOn This is 
the practice of “vitrifying” a legally 
dead person – solidifying the body 
without, technically, freezing it, 
at temperatures around the boil-
ing point of liquid hydrogen – and 
keeping it in super-cold storage 
against the time when medical sci-
ence has progressed to the point 
where the body can be thawed out, 
kick-started, and cured of what-
ever disease killed it. As much as 
this may sound like a low-budget 
1950’s horror movie, there are cur-
rently some 200 people worldwide 
who have undergone the process. 
The two most notable cryonic pro-
viders are the european company 
Kriorus and the Alcor Society, 
based in Scottsdale, Ariz. The most 
famous known cryopreserved hu-
man is probably baseball immortal 
Ted Williams whose children, on 
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cies but a decay of the person. In fact, 
studies show that a large percentage 
of what we call “senior moments” are 
the results of self-fulfilling prophecies 
that lead aging people to misidentify 
momentary lapses in memory and to 
underestimate their general memory 
capacities. (Everyone, young and old, 
has tip-of-the-tongue experiences, 
but you won’t hear anyone calling a 
teenager senile.) 

onE rEcEnt study done at John 
Hopkins university compared older 
chinese and American adults re-
garding their beliefs about the effects 
of aging on memory and their respect-
ive abilities to actually remember. The 
chinese seniors were far less 
likely to maintain that to be 
older was to be more forgetful 
(possibly a function of the su-
perior respect given the elderly 
in china). They also performed 
far better on the actual memory 
tests – so much so that some 
of the oldest chinese subjects 
did as well as the youngest. The 
simple conclusion: if you expect 
to forget, you probably will. 
(remarkably, even those Amer-
ican seniors who performed 
extremely well on the memory 
tests had tended beforehand to 
rate their own memories as poor.) 

It’s estimated by psychologists that 
the sum total of all memories acquired 
by a person over their lifetime is some-
where in the neighbourhood of a few 
hundred gigabytes2 – or roughly the 
storage capacity of a personal comput-
er. This relatively small capacity means 
that the real genius of our brains when 
it comes to memories isn’t in ac-
cumulating them but in filing them 
and continually discarding the ones 
that we don’t need, all at an incred-
ible speed (the human brain operates 
20 times faster, still, than the most 
powerful computers in existence to-

day). This paring away of the “sludge” 
doesn’t even stop when we sleep: when 
we dream, that’s what we’re doing. 
“dreams are just the body’s way,” says 
dr. robert stickgold, a psychiatrist at 
Harvard Medical school who led a 
study on the process, “of clearing out 
the mental ‘inbox.’ ” For older people, 
who are closer to reaching the limit 
of their memory storage capacity, this 
discarding of extraneous memories is 
even more important. 

Most of us know from personal 
experience what happens when our 
computer approaches its memory 
capacity; it slows down and may even 
start losing files. same with the brain. 
What gets denigrated as a “senior mo-

ment” may actually be nothing more 
than what happens to an overtaxed 
computer. our brains need to dis-
card something to stay operational, 
and short-term memories become the 
logical thing to pare away; they’re far 
less significant in the grand arc of our 
lives than long-term ones. 

tHE FAct Is, to survive viably, it’s 
as important for us to forget as to re-
member. This fall, a new crime ser-
ies debuted on cBs television, called 
Unforgettable, about a new york city 
police detective who suffers from 
hyperthymesia, an extremely rare 
medical condition that renders her 
virtually incapable of forgetting any-
thing that happens in her personal life. 
In the show, this is characterized as a 

valuable detecting tool; in real life, it’s 
something else altogether. The model 
for the fictional detective is a cali-
fornia woman named Jill Price, who, 
when a book about her was published 
in 2008, became a talk-show phenom-
enon, putting on displays of near-
magical recall. The psychologists who 
studied Price, though, described her 
memory as “nonstop, uncontrollable 
and automatic.” 

Hyperthymysiacs, it turns out (only 
20 cases have been confirmed to date), 
aren’t prodigies of memory so much 
as involuntary obsessives, whose ob-
session (through no personal choice 
or fault) is their own lives. Jill Price 
has lived almost her entire 44-year life 

with her mother and still has 
every stuffed animal she ever 
received as a child. There is a 
difference between being able 
to recall anything at will and not 
being able to forget anything at 
all. The first is a great power, the 
second a great question mark. 
A person who can’t forget is a 
person who can’t unclutter his 
or her life, can’t “forgive and for-
get” and move on.

older people are the diametric 
opposite. We’re not more forget-
ful human beings, I’d argue, but 
more evolved ones. We’re most 

advanced at discarding unnecessary 
memories – and if the occasional ne-
cessary one goes missing for a while 
too, well, let’s call it an occupational 
hazard. to long for perfect recall is 
like longing to master Morse code; it’s 
a quaint skill at best, superfluous in 
the modern age. 

It turns out I hadn’t misplaced my 
car keys at all that day; a handyman 
doing some minor maintenance work 
around the house had mistaken them 
for his and picked them up. Actually, 
what I’m looking forward to is the day 
I won’t need keys at all because I’ll be 
able to use my smartphone to turn on 
my car and open my front door. When 
that happens, I’ll really be set.

As long as I don’t forget where I put 
that phone. 

My EArlIEst memory is of lying in 
a crib, at age two or three, in a camp for 
displaced Persons in Allied-occupied 
post-second World War Germany. 
My mother comes over and gives me 
the heel of a loaf of black bread, which 
has been rubbed vigorously with gar-
lic (and into which what I now know 
were meant to be medicinal bits of 
garlic had been poked), then baked. 
The warmth of the room, the exotic 
taste, the flooding sense of security 
after lots of dislocation and movement 
is so wonderful, I cry!

one of my most recent memories is 
of walking into my house a few weeks 
ago while thinking about writing this 
particular column, with my car keys in 
hand. I put the keys down in the cus-
tomary spot, but a little while later, on 
my way out, they’re not there. I trace 
and retrace my steps and look and re-
look everywhere, in the likely places 
and even in the unlikely ones. no keys. 
Eventually I give up, get the spares and 
go about my day, very aware of the 
irony of having been ambushed by a 
classic “senior moment” exactly when 
I was thinking of writing about the 
subject; and royally irritated by it at 
the same time.

This column is the first in a group of 
Zoomer Philosophy chapters in which 

I intend to explore the senses and how 
they change as we get older. Five of 
these you’ll recognize: sight, sound, 
touch, smell and taste. I’ve taken the 
liberty of adding a sixth – memory – 
and of giving it pride of place. Why? 
First, because in a subtle and disturb-
ing way, memory seems more closely 
related to being human and to being 
who we are than any of the traditional 
senses. lose your vision and you’ve 
lost your sense of sight. lose your 
hearing and you’ve lost your sense 
of sound. But lose your memory and 
you’ve lost yourself. Without my eyes 
or ears or even limbs, I am still me; but 
without my memory, I am, by most 
definitions, someone else. 

losing our memory, of course, is 
very much on our collective mind 
these days. For people of our demo-
graphic, memory may be the cause 
of more anxiety – as we contemplate 
its decline – than any other faculty we 
have. take my two “memories” above, 
one early, one late. They can be inter-
preted as illustrations of what’s, sup-
posedly, a classic syndrome among 
aging people: long-term memory, 
recollections of things long past, re-
mains crystal-clear (although there 
are people who, when I recount my 
memory of the crib and the bread, 
are highly skeptical that it’s a “real” 
memory and not some concoction of 
events I’ve heard about subsequently). 
Meantime, our short-term memory, of 
what we had for breakfast or what we 
watched on tV last night or where we 
left the keys, fades into mist. 

The short-term–long-term memory 
divide is part of what you could call 
the “senility myth,” one that our cul-
ture – and, more unfortunately, we 
ourselves – have come to accept as 
gospel: that the memories of all older 
people are doomed to fail over time 
and that losing pieces of our memory 
is just more evidence that we are ef-

fectively losing our minds. I don’t deny 
or trivialize for a second the reality of 
dementia and Alzheimer’s in the aging 
population – it’s estimated that, in the 
developed West, 25 per cent of people 
over 85 suffer from Alzheimer’s1 – but, 
for the majority of us, I have a personal 
layman’s theory of Memory and Aging 
that’s far less bleak than what most of 
us believe to be the case. 

My tHEory Is evolutionary. As 
recently as 500 to 600 years ago, the 
ability to remember huge tracts of 
written and spoken material by rote 
was considered a mark of education 
and culture. As a result, the inven-
tion of the printing press in the mid-
1400s provoked a storm of criticism 
and warning from church leaders and 
other scholars, who were convinced 
that its arrival would mean the end of 
memory and, by extension, learning 
and morality. What it did to learn-
ing and morality is arguable, but it 
certainly had the predicted effect on 
rote memory in humans, as did every 
technological advance that followed, 
up to and including the smartphones 
of today (how many phone numbers 
do you still know off by heart?) My 
contention is that this progression is 
natural and not new. Evolution has 
simply selected out the need to have a 
massive on-hand memory, leaving the 
part of the brain that was previously 
used for certain kinds of information 
retention to be directed towards other, 
more complex tasks. A BlackBerry or 
iPhone probably contains as much in-
formation as the collective memory of 
an entire primitive tribe, maybe more; 
so the old storage ability becomes un-
necessary and atrophies. 

The perverse thing is that it’s only for 
older people that this general trend is 
considered not an evolution of the spe-
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The day she went away
I made myself a promise

That I’d soon forget we ever met,
Well, but something sure is wrong,

’Cause I’m so blue and lonely.
I forgot to remember to forget.

—Elvis Presley, 1955

2”How Much Do People Remember? Some 
Estimates of the Quantity of Learned 
Information in Long-term Memory”, 
Cognitive Science 10, 477-493, 1986

1The National Institute on Aging (USA), 
November, 2000 
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cies but a decay of the person. In fact, 
studies show that a large percentage 
of what we call “senior moments” are 
the results of self-fulfilling prophecies 
that lead aging people to misidentify 
momentary lapses in memory and to 
underestimate their general memory 
capacities. (Everyone, young and old, 
has tip-of-the-tongue experiences, 
but you won’t hear anyone calling a 
teenager senile.) 

onE rEcEnt study done at John 
Hopkins university compared older 
chinese and American adults re-
garding their beliefs about the effects 
of aging on memory and their respect-
ive abilities to actually remember. The 
chinese seniors were far less 
likely to maintain that to be 
older was to be more forgetful 
(possibly a function of the su-
perior respect given the elderly 
in china). They also performed 
far better on the actual memory 
tests – so much so that some 
of the oldest chinese subjects 
did as well as the youngest. The 
simple conclusion: if you expect 
to forget, you probably will. 
(remarkably, even those Amer-
ican seniors who performed 
extremely well on the memory 
tests had tended beforehand to 
rate their own memories as poor.) 

It’s estimated by psychologists that 
the sum total of all memories acquired 
by a person over their lifetime is some-
where in the neighbourhood of a few 
hundred gigabytes2 – or roughly the 
storage capacity of a personal comput-
er. This relatively small capacity means 
that the real genius of our brains when 
it comes to memories isn’t in ac-
cumulating them but in filing them 
and continually discarding the ones 
that we don’t need, all at an incred-
ible speed (the human brain operates 
20 times faster, still, than the most 
powerful computers in existence to-

day). This paring away of the “sludge” 
doesn’t even stop when we sleep: when 
we dream, that’s what we’re doing. 
“dreams are just the body’s way,” says 
dr. robert stickgold, a psychiatrist at 
Harvard Medical school who led a 
study on the process, “of clearing out 
the mental ‘inbox.’ ” For older people, 
who are closer to reaching the limit 
of their memory storage capacity, this 
discarding of extraneous memories is 
even more important. 

Most of us know from personal 
experience what happens when our 
computer approaches its memory 
capacity; it slows down and may even 
start losing files. same with the brain. 
What gets denigrated as a “senior mo-

ment” may actually be nothing more 
than what happens to an overtaxed 
computer. our brains need to dis-
card something to stay operational, 
and short-term memories become the 
logical thing to pare away; they’re far 
less significant in the grand arc of our 
lives than long-term ones. 

tHE FAct Is, to survive viably, it’s 
as important for us to forget as to re-
member. This fall, a new crime ser-
ies debuted on cBs television, called 
Unforgettable, about a new york city 
police detective who suffers from 
hyperthymesia, an extremely rare 
medical condition that renders her 
virtually incapable of forgetting any-
thing that happens in her personal life. 
In the show, this is characterized as a 

valuable detecting tool; in real life, it’s 
something else altogether. The model 
for the fictional detective is a cali-
fornia woman named Jill Price, who, 
when a book about her was published 
in 2008, became a talk-show phenom-
enon, putting on displays of near-
magical recall. The psychologists who 
studied Price, though, described her 
memory as “nonstop, uncontrollable 
and automatic.” 

Hyperthymysiacs, it turns out (only 
20 cases have been confirmed to date), 
aren’t prodigies of memory so much 
as involuntary obsessives, whose ob-
session (through no personal choice 
or fault) is their own lives. Jill Price 
has lived almost her entire 44-year life 

with her mother and still has 
every stuffed animal she ever 
received as a child. There is a 
difference between being able 
to recall anything at will and not 
being able to forget anything at 
all. The first is a great power, the 
second a great question mark. 
A person who can’t forget is a 
person who can’t unclutter his 
or her life, can’t “forgive and for-
get” and move on.

older people are the diametric 
opposite. We’re not more forget-
ful human beings, I’d argue, but 
more evolved ones. We’re most 

advanced at discarding unnecessary 
memories – and if the occasional ne-
cessary one goes missing for a while 
too, well, let’s call it an occupational 
hazard. to long for perfect recall is 
like longing to master Morse code; it’s 
a quaint skill at best, superfluous in 
the modern age. 

It turns out I hadn’t misplaced my 
car keys at all that day; a handyman 
doing some minor maintenance work 
around the house had mistaken them 
for his and picked them up. Actually, 
what I’m looking forward to is the day 
I won’t need keys at all because I’ll be 
able to use my smartphone to turn on 
my car and open my front door. When 
that happens, I’ll really be set.

As long as I don’t forget where I put 
that phone. 

My EArlIEst memory is of lying in 
a crib, at age two or three, in a camp for 
displaced Persons in Allied-occupied 
post-second World War Germany. 
My mother comes over and gives me 
the heel of a loaf of black bread, which 
has been rubbed vigorously with gar-
lic (and into which what I now know 
were meant to be medicinal bits of 
garlic had been poked), then baked. 
The warmth of the room, the exotic 
taste, the flooding sense of security 
after lots of dislocation and movement 
is so wonderful, I cry!

one of my most recent memories is 
of walking into my house a few weeks 
ago while thinking about writing this 
particular column, with my car keys in 
hand. I put the keys down in the cus-
tomary spot, but a little while later, on 
my way out, they’re not there. I trace 
and retrace my steps and look and re-
look everywhere, in the likely places 
and even in the unlikely ones. no keys. 
Eventually I give up, get the spares and 
go about my day, very aware of the 
irony of having been ambushed by a 
classic “senior moment” exactly when 
I was thinking of writing about the 
subject; and royally irritated by it at 
the same time.

This column is the first in a group of 
Zoomer Philosophy chapters in which 

I intend to explore the senses and how 
they change as we get older. Five of 
these you’ll recognize: sight, sound, 
touch, smell and taste. I’ve taken the 
liberty of adding a sixth – memory – 
and of giving it pride of place. Why? 
First, because in a subtle and disturb-
ing way, memory seems more closely 
related to being human and to being 
who we are than any of the traditional 
senses. lose your vision and you’ve 
lost your sense of sight. lose your 
hearing and you’ve lost your sense 
of sound. But lose your memory and 
you’ve lost yourself. Without my eyes 
or ears or even limbs, I am still me; but 
without my memory, I am, by most 
definitions, someone else. 

losing our memory, of course, is 
very much on our collective mind 
these days. For people of our demo-
graphic, memory may be the cause 
of more anxiety – as we contemplate 
its decline – than any other faculty we 
have. take my two “memories” above, 
one early, one late. They can be inter-
preted as illustrations of what’s, sup-
posedly, a classic syndrome among 
aging people: long-term memory, 
recollections of things long past, re-
mains crystal-clear (although there 
are people who, when I recount my 
memory of the crib and the bread, 
are highly skeptical that it’s a “real” 
memory and not some concoction of 
events I’ve heard about subsequently). 
Meantime, our short-term memory, of 
what we had for breakfast or what we 
watched on tV last night or where we 
left the keys, fades into mist. 

The short-term–long-term memory 
divide is part of what you could call 
the “senility myth,” one that our cul-
ture – and, more unfortunately, we 
ourselves – have come to accept as 
gospel: that the memories of all older 
people are doomed to fail over time 
and that losing pieces of our memory 
is just more evidence that we are ef-

fectively losing our minds. I don’t deny 
or trivialize for a second the reality of 
dementia and Alzheimer’s in the aging 
population – it’s estimated that, in the 
developed West, 25 per cent of people 
over 85 suffer from Alzheimer’s1 – but, 
for the majority of us, I have a personal 
layman’s theory of Memory and Aging 
that’s far less bleak than what most of 
us believe to be the case. 

My tHEory Is evolutionary. As 
recently as 500 to 600 years ago, the 
ability to remember huge tracts of 
written and spoken material by rote 
was considered a mark of education 
and culture. As a result, the inven-
tion of the printing press in the mid-
1400s provoked a storm of criticism 
and warning from church leaders and 
other scholars, who were convinced 
that its arrival would mean the end of 
memory and, by extension, learning 
and morality. What it did to learn-
ing and morality is arguable, but it 
certainly had the predicted effect on 
rote memory in humans, as did every 
technological advance that followed, 
up to and including the smartphones 
of today (how many phone numbers 
do you still know off by heart?) My 
contention is that this progression is 
natural and not new. Evolution has 
simply selected out the need to have a 
massive on-hand memory, leaving the 
part of the brain that was previously 
used for certain kinds of information 
retention to be directed towards other, 
more complex tasks. A BlackBerry or 
iPhone probably contains as much in-
formation as the collective memory of 
an entire primitive tribe, maybe more; 
so the old storage ability becomes un-
necessary and atrophies. 

The perverse thing is that it’s only for 
older people that this general trend is 
considered not an evolution of the spe-
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The day she went away
I made myself a promise

That I’d soon forget we ever met,
Well, but something sure is wrong,

’Cause I’m so blue and lonely.
I forgot to remember to forget.

—Elvis Presley, 1955

2”How Much Do People Remember? Some 
Estimates of the Quantity of Learned 
Information in Long-term Memory”, 
Cognitive Science 10, 477-493, 1986

1The National Institute on Aging (USA), 
November, 2000 
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I can understand why Helen 
Keller, the famous author and activist 
who lost both her sight and hearing in 
infancy, might have “wished” tempor-
ary blindness and deafness on young 
adults when she made the above state-
ment, in the early 1900s. But at that 
point in history, older adults didn’t 
need to have similar infirmities thrust 
upon them as lessons; they were nat-
urally prone to them by dint of aging.  
Because of a range of age-related ail-
ments, to live into the 70s near the 
turn of the 20th century was to run a 
substantial risk of varying degrees of 
blindness and deafness.  Of course, the 
loss of either of these two prime fac-
ulties could be devastating. as Lewis 
Mumford, historian and philosopher 
of technology and science, once noted:  
“a day spent without sight or sound of 
beauty … is a poverty-stricken day; 
and a succession of such days is fatal 
to human life.”  

There’s another faculty that in its 
absence used also to be often fatal to 
human life,  so I’m adding chewing 
(which enables eating properly and 
surviving), along with seeing and hear-
ing to the pantheon of critical physical 

functions. In respect to all three, we’re 
far luckier today than our forebears 
were. considering the relatively new 
developments that now preserve our 
sight and hearing and, yes, our ability 
to chew, it’s not too far a stretch to say 
that we live in an age of miracles. 

a.  sIgHt There are several serious 
ocular conditions that can occur as  
we age – glaucoma, macular degen-
eration, retinopathy brought on by 
diabetes or high blood pressure – but, 
by far, the most common is the cata-
ract. While cataracts occur in only five 
per cent of people under the age of 65, 
by 75 the figure reaches a dizzying 50 
per cent. a cataract (the word comes 
from the greek katarhaktes meaning 
waterfall) is a clouding of the eye’s 
lens, which, left untreated, can cause 
myopia, colour blindness and, ultim-
ately, blindness itself. In much of the 
undeveloped world today, cataracts 
are still the leading cause of blindness. 
In the rich World, on the other hand, 
cataracts are today routinely removed 
in a relatively quick out-patient pro-
cedure, with only a tiny incidence of 
complications.  

The first breakthrough in cataract 
treatment came in 1748, courtesy of 
a French physician named Jacques 
Daviel. dislodging and removing of 
clouded cataracts had actually been 
going on since the sixth century Bc, 
involving procedures like “couch-
ing” (about which it’s probably more 
merciful not to go into here), but suf-
fice it to say that they were performed 
with a hooked needle and a bronze 
straw (and without anesthetic). More 
important, the cataract extractions up 
to daviel’s time involved removing the 
lens capsule along with the lens, which 
allowed foreign particles to fall into 
the back of the eye and cause inflam-
mation. daviel’s innovation, which 
came to be known as  extracapsular 

cataract extraction (ecce), allowed 
for the removal of the lens without 
the capsule, the majority of which re-
mained intact in the eye.  

The second innovation didn’t come 
along till two centuries later, in 1949. 
up to this point, after the clouded 
lens had been removed, nothing was 
inserted in its place, and patients 
had to wear classic coke bottle-thick 
glasses to correct the lens-less eye’s  
erratic focus. But Harold Ridley, a 
British ophthalmologist, who had 
treated second World War fighter pi-
lots whose windshields had shattered 
in dogfights, noticed that it was pos-
sible to leave some of the glass frag-
ments in his patients’ eyes without 
incurring further damage. using the 
same windshield material, he cre-
ated the first artificial intraocular lens, 
starting an instant industry and liber-
ating cataract patients from their coke 
bottle specs.  

The third eureka moment, and the 
one considered the final step into 
the modern era of cataract treat-
ment, was the introduction in 1967 
of phacoemulsification by a new York 
ophthalmologist named Charles Kel-
man. Intrigued by his dentist’s ultra-
sonic drilling tools, Kelman hatched 
the idea of using ultrasonic waves to 
emulsify – or break up – the cataract 
lens into tiny pieces, so it could be re-
moved through progressively smaller 
incisions. This dramatically reduced 
both the hospital time and pain in-
volved. It’s sobering to think that, 
in the early 20th century, the great 
French artist claude Monet, had re-
sisted then-onerous cataract surgery 
for more than 10 years before finally 
undergoing it at the age of 83 – after 
which his visual acuity was restored 
and his paintings bloomed again with 
vivid colour. By contrast, today, he 
could have the same thing done in an 
afternoon.
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I have always thought it would be a 
blessing if each person could be blind 

and deaf for a few days during his 
early adult life. Darkness would make 

him appreciate sight; silence would 
teach him the joys of sound.

—Helen Keller
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B.  Sound Hearing starts to deteri-
orate on average in our mid-40s. It’s  
no surprise, then, that there are about 
28 million hard-of-hearing people in 
the u.S. today and close to 2.8 million 
in Canada. What is a surprise is that 
although the majority could be helped 
by them, only about 20 per cent,  
in both countries, actually have hear-
ing aids.  

The reason for this is probably a 
combination of vanity and the lin-
gering reputation of hearing aids as 
clunky totems of old age. The first 
hearing aids were, in fact, the clas-
sic trumpet amplifiers we’ve all seen 
in pictures, made from seashells or 
animal horns or, if you were rich 
enough, precious metals. The critical 
breakthrough in hearing-aid tech  
arrived at the turn of the 
20th century, with the inven-
tion of the first reliable elec-
trical device by Miller Reese 
Hutchison, an American in-
ventor (he also designed the 
first automobile horn) and 
businessman who ultimately 
worked with Thomas Edison. 
In 1901, Hutchison produced 
the first body-worn working 
hearing aid, the Acousticon; 
but now that you could take 
your hearing aids with you, 
the impediment was size. In the 1930s, 
the invention of vacuum tubes led to a 
further shrinking. Finally, in 1947, the 
invention of the solid-state transistor 
by Bell laboratory employees William 
Shockley, John Bardeen and Walter 
Brattain brought the hearing aid into 
true miniaturization (although it was 
still visible and required a battery pack 
to be carried). In 1959, the first in-the-
canal receiver hid the speaker portion 
from view. In 1987 came even smaller 
digital devices; and in March of 2010, 
the American Food and drug Ad-
ministration approved the first com-
pletely implanted, completely invisible 
hearing aid for moderate-to-severe 
hearing loss in adults. When denise 
Westgate, 49, became the first British 
recipient of an implanted device, she 

called the difference it made to her life 
“enormous.  Suddenly, there is all this 
sound that hasn’t been there before, 
something as simple as the sound of 
water when I am washing my hair.”  

C.  CHEWIng go figure! growing 
up I sort of assumed that my hard 
parts, my bones, would be the parts 
that lasted the longest. no one told me 
that my knees would be the first to go 
(torn meniscus from playing competi-
tive squash), followed by trouble with 
my teeth. After wearing my pearly 
whites down to a nubbin over the years 
(turns out I’m a nighttime grinder; ap-
parently, so are a majority of people), 
I finally faced the prospect of losing 
several of my smilers and masticators. 
To be toothless as recently as a cen-

tury ago meant not simply the end of 
chewing, and the nutrition it provides, 
and the collapse of the facial features, 
but the protracted and often agonizing 
end of life itself, brought on by heart 
and brain infections associated with 
dental decay. Even 50 years ago, my 
options would have been limited: a set 
of dentures that were inconvenient, 
uncomfortable and not much good for 
eating an apple.  

But, lucky for me, these were the last 
decades of the old millennium and the 
dawn of the new, and all I had to do to 
solve my problem was to get the teeth 
root canalled (today pretty  much  
a routine 20- to 30-minute proced-
ure), and then, later, replaced by im-
plants.  Flat out, for me, implants are a 
daily miracle! 

Whence did they come? The first 
cropped up in several ancient civil-
izations – Mayan and Egyptian among 
them – where everything from carved 
seashells to ox bone to cast iron was 
nailed into jawbones to create artificial 
teeth. But in 1952, a Swedish ortho-
pedist named Per-Ingvar Branemark 
discovered that titanium would, in a 
matter of mere months, fuse perfectly 
to the broken thigh bones of rabbits. 
Twenty-six years later, in 1978, he 
brought out the Branemark Titanium 
Screw for dental implants; to date, 
close to 10 million of them have been 
used worldwide. Mine are included in 
that number, put there by my long-
time dentist and pal, don Kramer, 
working with the brilliant Canadian 
implant innovator, Cameron Clokie.  

What dental implants 
share with hearing aids and 
cataract lens replacement 
is that they are amazingly 
forgettable. good health is 
not a presence, but an ab-
sence – the absence of pain, 
of discomfort, of physical 
inconvenience; the freedom 
to be heedless of one’s body. 
of course, all breakthroughs 
eventually grow routine, 
and we come to take these 
miracles for granted. After 

the initial dramatic euphoria of receiv-
ing them – I can see/hear/chew again!  
– we quickly forget that they’re there; 
more critically, we’re able to forget the 
limitations that eroded our quality of 
life before the new innovations ban-
ished them. 

What we shouldn’t forget are the 
people behind the discoveries. Con-
sidering where I’d be if dr. Branemark 
hadn’t made his, I owe him. He is co-
incidentally the only one of the med-
ical pioneers named above who is still 
alive (82 at this writing). As such, he’d 
make a great speaker at one of our next 
Conferences. The others we’ll have to 
acknowledge in absentia, maybe with 
a new twist on an old Latin inscrip-
tion: Antiquiori te salutant – “We who 
are about to get older, salute you!” 

>Coming next issue … Smell, taSte, touch, remember
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than just the obvious ways. Smell is 
our forgotten sense, long neglected 
by science and barely understood in 
general life. In fact, scents can have a 
powerful effect on anyone, from con-
sumers to lovers. There is a “whiff ” of 
mystery in the deeply important but 
oh-so subtle signalling of compatibil-
ity, or not, on which attraction and at-
tachment depend. Smell plays a huge 
part in this romantic paradigm and is 
also a key factor in the vigour of our 
sexual response, regardless of age. 
Women are reactive to certain “sex-
ual” aromas – musk, for instance. Men 
experience increased penile blood 
flow in response to detecting odours 
of fresh-baked bread, cinnamon buns, 
pumpkin pie, liquorice, doughnuts 
and lavender.  

Smell is also a powerful 
agent in memory, recall and 
how people feel about a place. 
It doesn’t just help us to re-
capture old memories but in 
producing new ones. A re-
cent study at the Weizmann  
Institute in Israel showed 
smells that provoked a large 
degree of emotion-based ac- 
tivity in a test subject’s hippo-
campus (area of the brain that 
consolidates short- and long-
term memory) were far more likely 
to create persistent memories than 
sounds that produced equally high 
emotional response. “These findings,” 
wrote the researchers, “confirmed 
the hypothesis of a privileged brain 
representation for first olfactory as-
sociations.” Not surprisingly, there are 
indications that the loss of smell may 
also be tied to Alzheimer’s disease.  

Extreme smell loss – anosmia – can 
even cause people to lose the will to 
eat and risk malnutrition. So how do 
we keep our sniffers sharp? There are 
simple exercises that can help. These 
include taking brisk walks (exercise 
heightens the smell sense), eating oys-
ters (which contain zinc, necessary to 
maintain smell and taste), stubbing out 
cigarettes (obviously), putting on seat 
belts (even at low speeds, collisions 

can jar the brain and tear the nerves 
that connect it to your nose) and “sniff 
therapy” (inhaling a strong-smelling 
item several times a day, which can, 
apparently, train the nose and brain to 
detect smells more acutely).

As a kind of mixed blessing, not 
only can we smell other people, they 
can smell us. Which brings me to the  
ticklish subject of “old person’s” smell. 
When I started writing this chapter, I 
wondered if I dared broach the topic. 
The good news is that there is prob-
ably no such specific old person’s 
smell. In response to a 2001 Japanese 
study that suggested that the skin of 
people over 40 produces a higher con-
centration of stale and off-smelling 
chemicals, George Preti, a scent expert 

at Monell Chemical Senses Center in 
Philadelphia, did an experiment in-
volving stair-climbing with young and 
old that totally negated the Japanese 
findings. The bad news is that there 
are older people who smell less than 
fresh, probably because their own de-
teriorating sense of smell has allowed 
them to forgo bathing and cleaning 
their clothes. They smell, that is, be-
cause they can’t.  

3. TouCh  
The pressure of the hands causes  
the springs of life to flow.  
—Tokujiro Namikoshi, the founder  
of shiatsu therapy

Touch is the one truly reflexive faculty. 
It’s virtually impossible to touch some-
one else without having them also 

feel you in return and vice versa; and  
it’s in this passive mode of being 
touched, that this sense is so critical to 
us as we age.  

Surveys confirm that older people 
receive the least touching of any age 
group, despite the fact that they are 
probably in need of physical contact 
more than any other. Studies also 
show they’re far more willing “to touch 
and to accept touching” than younger 
people, in particular, adolescents. 
You have only to go to a succession of 
high-school reunions, over the years, 
to see that the older the attendees, 
and the fewer of them left, the more 
they hug each other. (Actually, touch-
wise, aging North Americans become 
more Latin: a study of coffee houses 

in various countries revealed 
180 personal touches during an 
average hour in a Puerto Rican 
coffee shop; 110 in a French 
café; and, amazingly, only two 
in an American shop and none 
in an English.) Meanwhile, 
regular human touch has been 
shown to lessen pain, improve 
lung function, lower blood  
sugar and stimulate the im-
mune system.

“The tactile system,” says 
James Fosshage, a psychoana-

lyst in New York, “is the earliest sen-
sory system to become functional (in 
the embryo) and may be the last to 
fade.” That’s why touch has also been 
called the “mother of all senses,” and 
as we get old, it also becomes the 
mother of all pleasures.  

In fact, that other touch-resonant 
demographic – babies – may have the 
most to teach us about all the intimate 
senses and the joys therein. Nietzsche 
once said that the trick for adults was 
to approach their work as seriously as 
children approached their play. The 
trick for Zoomers is to approach the 
pleasure we can get from our senses 
as wholeheartedly as children do. Like 
children, we have a talent for it. I, for 
one, can think of no better way to 
pass the time. Pleasure: it’s what good 
health is for.  

[My mother] sent out for one of 
those short, plump little cakes called 
‘petites madeleines,’ … I raised to my 
lips a spoonful of the tea in which I 
had soaked a morsel of the cake. No 
sooner had the warm liquid, and the 
crumbs with it, touched my palate 
than a shudder ran through my whole 
body, and I stopped, intent upon 
the extraordinary changes that were 
taking place. An exquisite pleasure 
had invaded my senses …  —Marcel 
Proust, Remembrance of Things Past 

WRITTEN by the French writer 
Marcel Proust in the early 20th cen-
tury, this is arguably one of the more 
famous passages in all of literature and 
owes its appeal to the fact that almost 
everyone who reads it can immedi-
ately identify with it. The words work 
the way they do because they perfectly 
describe one of the three “intim-
ate” senses with which human beings 
are furnished: taste. The other two 
(you could also call them the sensual 
senses, or the senses of love) are smell 
and touch. What distinguishes these 
intimate senses from the two that get 
more “press” – vision and hearing1  – 
is that they are largely associated not 
with survival but with pleasure. And 
what’s wrong with pleasure, you might 
ask? Nothing at all, I rush to answer. 
In fact, it’s the ability to take pleasure 
from life that makes life worthwhile 
and meaningful.  

And yet, probably because pleasure 

is considered a luxury in our culture 
– indeed, a near sin to many – the in-
timate senses are the ones we give the 
shortest shrift to as we age. “We tend 
to think of the loss of sight or hearing 
as … tragic,” writes Robin Reineke, 
a biology researcher associated with 
Bryn Mawr College in Philadelphia, 
“whereas the loss of scent is laughed 
off or tied to aging.” Nothing could 
be more wrong-headed. Instead of 
neglecting the intimate senses, we 
should be celebrating them; we should 
be agitating for scientists to research 
how to save them (even as they’ve  
succeeded in helping to save so much 
of our sight and hearing); and we 
should be doing everything we can to 
keep them as acute as possible. Pleas-
ure is not negotiable. Zoomers do 
not live by bread alone; we still need 
Proust’s madeleines. 

1. TASTE
One cannot think well, love well, sleep 
well, if one has not dined well.
—Virginia Woolf

The average 30-year-old has 245 taste 
buds on each of the tongue’s sensory 
bumps. The average 70-year-old has 88. 
Scientists are divided on which tastes 
disappear first but generally agree that 
of the four basics – sweet, salty, sour 
and bitter – sweet and salty are the ear-
lier casualties. When older people tell 
you “things don’t taste the way they 
used to,” they’re not just imagining 
things. Complicating the situation is 
the fact that more than 250 medicinal 
drugs (which we take more of as we 
age) have been shown to affect taste.

one obvious response for older din-
ers would be to say, “Fine, so our pal-
ates are a little beat up. Let’s just use 
more spices.” Yet what do you find 
when you sample the food at most 
retirement homes, whether basic or 
upscale? Dull dishes and an almost 

exponential increase in the popularity 
of Dover sole. The reason is digestion. 
As we lose taste buds, we also lose the 
capacity to digest spicy and firm food, 
so blander, softer foods end up as the 
default fare. 

The answer, according to the experts, 
is to eat foods that are in themselves 
strongly flavoured without requiring 
additional spice: for example, strongly 
flavoured meat, mustards and pickles, 
and vegetables like radishes or capsi-
cum, which are tangy enough to act as 
spices. After that, look for actual spices 
that are benign – i.e., that aren’t salt. 
These include sun-dried tomatoes, 
vinegars, concentrated fruit sauces, 
extracts of almond, vanilla, lemon and 
rum, citrus juices and peels.

Another key to keeping taste buds 
active is understanding eating styles. 
Steve Jobs, late of Apple, regularly 
went for long stretches without food 
because he thought it got in the way  
of what he was doing. I understand 
Jobs perfectly. I’ll often get so en-
grossed that I’ll forget to eat for a day 
at a time, sometimes longer; but then 
the day after, I might eat three or four, 
even five times. For most people, this 
may not be the best of routines. But if 
you’re the kind of Zoomer who can 
forget about food, spicing it up is even 
more important.  

2. SMELL
Home in three days. Don’t wash.
—Napoleon Bonaparte, in a letter to 
his wife, Josephine 

Although taste and smell are often 
called “two sides of the same sense,” 
we don’t start to truly lose our sense of 
smell till our mid-70s – later than taste 
or, indeed, any of our other senses. 
But the loss of scent reception from 
that point on is steep, and anything we 
can do to slow the descent is crucial. 
This is because smell is vital in more 

>the zoomer
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To TasTE, To smEll, 
To Touch and  
noT To YiEld

ThE lasTing imporTancE 
of our inTimaTE sEnsEs 

By moses znaimer 

>coming next issue … WhY WE fall:  BalancE, noT frailTY, is ThE EnEmY

“I said you smell musk-y, not musty.”

1See last chapter (21)
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than just the obvious ways. Smell is 
our forgotten sense, long neglected 
by science and barely understood in 
general life. In fact, scents can have a 
powerful effect on anyone, from con-
sumers to lovers. There is a “whiff ” of 
mystery in the deeply important but 
oh-so subtle signalling of compatibil-
ity, or not, on which attraction and at-
tachment depend. Smell plays a huge 
part in this romantic paradigm and is 
also a key factor in the vigour of our 
sexual response, regardless of age. 
Women are reactive to certain “sex-
ual” aromas – musk, for instance. Men 
experience increased penile blood 
flow in response to detecting odours 
of fresh-baked bread, cinnamon buns, 
pumpkin pie, liquorice, doughnuts 
and lavender.  

Smell is also a powerful 
agent in memory, recall and 
how people feel about a place. 
It doesn’t just help us to re-
capture old memories but in 
producing new ones. A re-
cent study at the Weizmann  
Institute in Israel showed 
smells that provoked a large 
degree of emotion-based ac- 
tivity in a test subject’s hippo-
campus (area of the brain that 
consolidates short- and long-
term memory) were far more likely 
to create persistent memories than 
sounds that produced equally high 
emotional response. “These findings,” 
wrote the researchers, “confirmed 
the hypothesis of a privileged brain 
representation for first olfactory as-
sociations.” Not surprisingly, there are 
indications that the loss of smell may 
also be tied to Alzheimer’s disease.  

Extreme smell loss – anosmia – can 
even cause people to lose the will to 
eat and risk malnutrition. So how do 
we keep our sniffers sharp? There are 
simple exercises that can help. These 
include taking brisk walks (exercise 
heightens the smell sense), eating oys-
ters (which contain zinc, necessary to 
maintain smell and taste), stubbing out 
cigarettes (obviously), putting on seat 
belts (even at low speeds, collisions 

can jar the brain and tear the nerves 
that connect it to your nose) and “sniff 
therapy” (inhaling a strong-smelling 
item several times a day, which can, 
apparently, train the nose and brain to 
detect smells more acutely).

As a kind of mixed blessing, not 
only can we smell other people, they 
can smell us. Which brings me to the  
ticklish subject of “old person’s” smell. 
When I started writing this chapter, I 
wondered if I dared broach the topic. 
The good news is that there is prob-
ably no such specific old person’s 
smell. In response to a 2001 Japanese 
study that suggested that the skin of 
people over 40 produces a higher con-
centration of stale and off-smelling 
chemicals, George Preti, a scent expert 

at Monell Chemical Senses Center in 
Philadelphia, did an experiment in-
volving stair-climbing with young and 
old that totally negated the Japanese 
findings. The bad news is that there 
are older people who smell less than 
fresh, probably because their own de-
teriorating sense of smell has allowed 
them to forgo bathing and cleaning 
their clothes. They smell, that is, be-
cause they can’t.  

3. TouCh  
The pressure of the hands causes  
the springs of life to flow.  
—Tokujiro Namikoshi, the founder  
of shiatsu therapy

Touch is the one truly reflexive faculty. 
It’s virtually impossible to touch some-
one else without having them also 

feel you in return and vice versa; and  
it’s in this passive mode of being 
touched, that this sense is so critical to 
us as we age.  

Surveys confirm that older people 
receive the least touching of any age 
group, despite the fact that they are 
probably in need of physical contact 
more than any other. Studies also 
show they’re far more willing “to touch 
and to accept touching” than younger 
people, in particular, adolescents. 
You have only to go to a succession of 
high-school reunions, over the years, 
to see that the older the attendees, 
and the fewer of them left, the more 
they hug each other. (Actually, touch-
wise, aging North Americans become 
more Latin: a study of coffee houses 

in various countries revealed 
180 personal touches during an 
average hour in a Puerto Rican 
coffee shop; 110 in a French 
café; and, amazingly, only two 
in an American shop and none 
in an English.) Meanwhile, 
regular human touch has been 
shown to lessen pain, improve 
lung function, lower blood  
sugar and stimulate the im-
mune system.

“The tactile system,” says 
James Fosshage, a psychoana-

lyst in New York, “is the earliest sen-
sory system to become functional (in 
the embryo) and may be the last to 
fade.” That’s why touch has also been 
called the “mother of all senses,” and 
as we get old, it also becomes the 
mother of all pleasures.  

In fact, that other touch-resonant 
demographic – babies – may have the 
most to teach us about all the intimate 
senses and the joys therein. Nietzsche 
once said that the trick for adults was 
to approach their work as seriously as 
children approached their play. The 
trick for Zoomers is to approach the 
pleasure we can get from our senses 
as wholeheartedly as children do. Like 
children, we have a talent for it. I, for 
one, can think of no better way to 
pass the time. Pleasure: it’s what good 
health is for.  

[My mother] sent out for one of 
those short, plump little cakes called 
‘petites madeleines,’ … I raised to my 
lips a spoonful of the tea in which I 
had soaked a morsel of the cake. No 
sooner had the warm liquid, and the 
crumbs with it, touched my palate 
than a shudder ran through my whole 
body, and I stopped, intent upon 
the extraordinary changes that were 
taking place. An exquisite pleasure 
had invaded my senses …  —Marcel 
Proust, Remembrance of Things Past 

WRITTEN by the French writer 
Marcel Proust in the early 20th cen-
tury, this is arguably one of the more 
famous passages in all of literature and 
owes its appeal to the fact that almost 
everyone who reads it can immedi-
ately identify with it. The words work 
the way they do because they perfectly 
describe one of the three “intim-
ate” senses with which human beings 
are furnished: taste. The other two 
(you could also call them the sensual 
senses, or the senses of love) are smell 
and touch. What distinguishes these 
intimate senses from the two that get 
more “press” – vision and hearing1  – 
is that they are largely associated not 
with survival but with pleasure. And 
what’s wrong with pleasure, you might 
ask? Nothing at all, I rush to answer. 
In fact, it’s the ability to take pleasure 
from life that makes life worthwhile 
and meaningful.  

And yet, probably because pleasure 

is considered a luxury in our culture 
– indeed, a near sin to many – the in-
timate senses are the ones we give the 
shortest shrift to as we age. “We tend 
to think of the loss of sight or hearing 
as … tragic,” writes Robin Reineke, 
a biology researcher associated with 
Bryn Mawr College in Philadelphia, 
“whereas the loss of scent is laughed 
off or tied to aging.” Nothing could 
be more wrong-headed. Instead of 
neglecting the intimate senses, we 
should be celebrating them; we should 
be agitating for scientists to research 
how to save them (even as they’ve  
succeeded in helping to save so much 
of our sight and hearing); and we 
should be doing everything we can to 
keep them as acute as possible. Pleas-
ure is not negotiable. Zoomers do 
not live by bread alone; we still need 
Proust’s madeleines. 

1. TASTE
One cannot think well, love well, sleep 
well, if one has not dined well.
—Virginia Woolf

The average 30-year-old has 245 taste 
buds on each of the tongue’s sensory 
bumps. The average 70-year-old has 88. 
Scientists are divided on which tastes 
disappear first but generally agree that 
of the four basics – sweet, salty, sour 
and bitter – sweet and salty are the ear-
lier casualties. When older people tell 
you “things don’t taste the way they 
used to,” they’re not just imagining 
things. Complicating the situation is 
the fact that more than 250 medicinal 
drugs (which we take more of as we 
age) have been shown to affect taste.

one obvious response for older din-
ers would be to say, “Fine, so our pal-
ates are a little beat up. Let’s just use 
more spices.” Yet what do you find 
when you sample the food at most 
retirement homes, whether basic or 
upscale? Dull dishes and an almost 

exponential increase in the popularity 
of Dover sole. The reason is digestion. 
As we lose taste buds, we also lose the 
capacity to digest spicy and firm food, 
so blander, softer foods end up as the 
default fare. 

The answer, according to the experts, 
is to eat foods that are in themselves 
strongly flavoured without requiring 
additional spice: for example, strongly 
flavoured meat, mustards and pickles, 
and vegetables like radishes or capsi-
cum, which are tangy enough to act as 
spices. After that, look for actual spices 
that are benign – i.e., that aren’t salt. 
These include sun-dried tomatoes, 
vinegars, concentrated fruit sauces, 
extracts of almond, vanilla, lemon and 
rum, citrus juices and peels.

Another key to keeping taste buds 
active is understanding eating styles. 
Steve Jobs, late of Apple, regularly 
went for long stretches without food 
because he thought it got in the way  
of what he was doing. I understand 
Jobs perfectly. I’ll often get so en-
grossed that I’ll forget to eat for a day 
at a time, sometimes longer; but then 
the day after, I might eat three or four, 
even five times. For most people, this 
may not be the best of routines. But if 
you’re the kind of Zoomer who can 
forget about food, spicing it up is even 
more important.  

2. SMELL
Home in three days. Don’t wash.
—Napoleon Bonaparte, in a letter to 
his wife, Josephine 

Although taste and smell are often 
called “two sides of the same sense,” 
we don’t start to truly lose our sense of 
smell till our mid-70s – later than taste 
or, indeed, any of our other senses. 
But the loss of scent reception from 
that point on is steep, and anything we 
can do to slow the descent is crucial. 
This is because smell is vital in more 
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counter-intuitively simple treatments 
for a loss of balance is something 
called the Epley manoeuvre. The Epley 
is used specifically in cases of the inner 
ear disorder BPPV, or benign paroxys-
mal positional vertigo. The absence of 
balance is always paired with the pres-
ence of dizziness. In BPPV, which is 
more prevalent in older people, the 
spinning feeling occurs when the suf-
ferer changes the position of his or her 
head, an action that can disrupt the 
fluid in our inner ear, which maintains 
our equilibrium. 

In the Epley manoeuvre, the individ-
ual sits up straight, then lies back on 
her back, holds her head in a centred 
position, then turns to the right and to 
the left, and then moves back to a 
sitting position. Each pose is held 
for approximately 30 seconds and 
is intended to dislodge calcium 
particles called otoconia that ad-
versely affect the inner-ear fluid. 
In romantic Vertigo, this would be 
like dislodging the object of our 
infatuation to regain emotional 
equilibrium. Both involve a kind 
of “rebooting” of our sense of bal-
ance. Success rates for the Epley 
in treating physical Vertigo due to 
BPPV range from 80 to 90 per cent.

MorE wIdEly known in the 
treatment of balance problems in 
older people is dr. McFarlane’s chosen 
discipline: the 108 moves, often 
beautiful and hypnotic, that make up 
Taoist tai chi, a martial arts-exercise 
discipline that dates from the second 
century Ad. The moves come under a 
variety of evocative names: Hold the 
Ball, Turning the wheel, Step Back to 
repulse Monkey and Partition of the 
wild Horse’s Mane. As New-Agey as 
the names are, several studies have 
shown the marked efficacy of tai chi 
in easing dizziness and aiding balance. 
(of course, the Chinese have known 
about the therapeutic value of tai chi 
for millennia, but the sceptical west-
ern mind generally demands “harder” 
data.) The most renowned tai chi study 

was published in 1996 in the Journal of 
American Geriatric Society by Stephen 
wolfe et al. one group of 200 subjects, 
average age mid-70s, did tai chi for 15 
weeks, while another 200 people used 
a “balance plate,” a tilting platform 
that required subjects to shift their 
weight in order to keep a visible line in 
front of them level. The balance plate 
portion of the study, which was rela-
tively expensive, tedious and required 
one-to-one supervision, resulted in 
no reduction in falls in the six months 
following the study. The tai chi por-
tion which, with one instructor for a 
large group, was inherently cheaper 
and more fun, resulted in a 47 per 
cent reduction in falls over the next 

six months. The findings have been 
replicated several times over the past 
15 years. older people who do tai chi 
consistently experience less dizziness, 
more steadiness and improvements in 
all the balance-building factors: flex-
ibility, lower body strength, position 
sense and alignment. 

But when it comes to one of the 
greatest risk factors in our suscept-
ibility to falls, our actual fear of falling 
itself, it’s helpful to return to the idea 
of “romantic” falling to understand 
the remedy. It seems reasonable for 
us to be more aware of the increased 
dangers of falling as we get older 
and to exercise extra caution to try 
to minimize the chances that we will 
fall. Concern and caution, you’d think, 

makes sense! But studies show that the 
more we give in to the Fear of Falling, 
the greater the likelihood that we will 
fall. Collected under this general ap-
prehension is the fear of being hospit-
alized, of being embarrassed, of losing 
independence and, most acutely, the 
fear of having to move from home. 
The result, says Aysha Bindar, an ad-
vanced practice nurse currently work-
ing on balance treatment at Baycrest 
Home for the Aged in Toronto, is that 
people limit their activity. “They may 
not drink as much fluid as they need 
to,” she says, “so they don’t have to go 
to the bathroom as often. They avoid 
social gatherings, where there may be 
large numbers of people and furniture 

to trip over. The fear of falling iso-
lates people and makes them less 
physically active, which leads to 
muscle atrophy and depression, 
which, of course, then puts them 
at greater risk for falling. And this 
happens not just in retirement 
homes but in the community at 
large.” 

So by attempting to overprotect 
ourselves, we leave ourselves 
open to greater injury. Isn’t this 
precisely what happens in the 
emotional world? The more we 
attempt to insulate ourselves from 
the hazards of love – romantic or 

platonic – the more we leave ourselves 
open to emotional atrophy and greater 
depression. 

IN oTHEr wordS, in trying to 
keep ourselves safe, we court a fate 
worse than what we fear. To stay “up-
right” in this life, we need to cultivate 
two kinds of balance: physical and 
emotional. without risk, we risk fall-
ing more and living less, forfeiting 
the ever more precious moments that 
make our lives worthwhile. 

As Mary Pickford, the Canadian-
born America’s Sweetheart of the si-
lent screen, once said: “you may have 
a fresh start any moment you choose, 
for this thing we call ‘failure’ is not the 
falling down but the staying down.” 

I need to regain my balance.
—Tiger woods

wHENEVEr I HEAr or think 
about the word “Falling,” the associa-
tions that flash into my mind are not 
all bad. There is, as it happens, a posi-
tive, exciting version of “Falling” 
to counteract the more mun-
dane negative one. I’m speaking 
about love, of course, and the 
mysterious human mechan-
ism that renders Vertigo in that 
realm (“falling in love”) suffi-
ciently intoxicating that we seek 
it out, no matter how reckless 
or illogical the situation. listen 
to leonard Cohen’s “Crazy to 
love you”, a cut on his just-out 
late-life masterpiece album, Old Ideas, 
and you’ll see what I mean. “Had to 
go crazy to love you,” he sings. “Had 
to let everything fall.” The singer has 
no choice in the matter, and neither – 
fortunately, I’d argue – do we. In mat-
ters of the heart, I’m all for the risk and 
passion of Falling. In matters physical, 
on the other hand, I’m far more prag-
matic; and my watchword is Balance.

This year, if current trends continue, 
about a third of Canadians over the 
age of 65 who are still living at home 
will suffer a fall. Half these people will 
be injured in one way or another; 25 
per cent of them significantly and, 20 
per cent of those badly enough that 
they’ll end up in the hospital. They 
won’t be alone – almost 62 per cent of 
all injury-related hospitalizations for 
seniors are the result of falls. (Second 

only to car accidents, falls are impli-
cated in an amazing 29 per cent of all 
injury-related hospitalizations for all 
Canadians.) Nine out of 10 hip frac-
tures suffered by Canadians are caused 
by falls; and one out of five who break 
their hips will die within a year of the 
accident (U.S. figures, even more dire, 
suggest that a full 50 per cent of seniors 
who are hospitalized in that country 
because of falls will not be alive after 
a year). In other words, dangerous 
falls are tantamount to an epidemic 
in the aging population. The conven-
tional reasons given for this are wide-

ly known: our bones become more 
brittle as we age, our muscles weaker 
and our spatial orientation (the sense 
of where we are) is diminished. But 
as undeniable as these deficits are, 
they’re more the cause of the injuries 
we suffer when we fall than the cause 
of falls themselves. The vast majority 
of the falls are actually the result of the 
malfunction of a critical “sense” with 
overtones as metaphysical and poetic 
as love: our sense of Balance.

BAlANCE IS dEFINEd physio-
logically as “the ability to maintain 
equilibrium against the force of grav-
ity.” Essentially, to function smoothly 
in everyday life – let alone during 
athletics or exercise – it’s important 
that we not tip over. what grants us 
equilibrium is our ability to process 

stimuli from our inner ear, our eyes, 
our legs and our feet simultaneously. 
It’s an intricate enough process for 
a nine-year-old; for a 90-year-old, it 
can be a nightmare. This is because, 
as we age, the integration mechanisms 
we use to orient ourselves in space 
tend to break down. This breakdown 
comes in different forms, says dr. 
Bruce McFarlane, a 67-year-old family 
practitioner in Collingwood, ont., 
who’s been involved in the study and 
treatment of balance issues for nearly 
20 years. First are conditions associ-
ated with aging that can restrict blood 

flow to the brain and affect bal-
ance – “strokes, carotid artery 
blockage.” Then there’s diabetes, 
which “can result in a loss of 
sensation in the feet, which in 
turn can cause a loss of balance”; 
and medications themselves, 
“which we take more of as we 
age, particularly anti-infection 
medication like antibiotics.” de-
teriorating vision can also affect 
balance, as can an erosion of 

our actual position sense, which lets us 
know, for instance, where our hand is 
in the dark. “when you reach a certain 
age,” says dr. McFarlane, “you’ll notice 
that when you get up in the middle of 
the night, it’s way more difficult to get 
where you’re going than it used to be. 
Balance again.” 

If that’s not enough, our muscle 
strength does indeed deteriorate as 
we get older (“It peaks at 40 and goes 
over a cliff at 60”), as does our flexibil-
ity, which restricts our ability to throw 
out an arm or hand to restore balance 
when we’re about to lose it. So it’s a 
tipsy world we’re contemplating, one 
that without intervention may only 
get unsteadier. That’s the bad news. 
The good news is there’s something we 
can do about it.

one of the most interesting and 
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counter-intuitively simple treatments 
for a loss of balance is something 
called the Epley manoeuvre. The Epley 
is used specifically in cases of the inner 
ear disorder BPPV, or benign paroxys-
mal positional vertigo. The absence of 
balance is always paired with the pres-
ence of dizziness. In BPPV, which is 
more prevalent in older people, the 
spinning feeling occurs when the suf-
ferer changes the position of his or her 
head, an action that can disrupt the 
fluid in our inner ear, which maintains 
our equilibrium. 

In the Epley manoeuvre, the individ-
ual sits up straight, then lies back on 
her back, holds her head in a centred 
position, then turns to the right and to 
the left, and then moves back to a 
sitting position. Each pose is held 
for approximately 30 seconds and 
is intended to dislodge calcium 
particles called otoconia that ad-
versely affect the inner-ear fluid. 
In romantic Vertigo, this would be 
like dislodging the object of our 
infatuation to regain emotional 
equilibrium. Both involve a kind 
of “rebooting” of our sense of bal-
ance. Success rates for the Epley 
in treating physical Vertigo due to 
BPPV range from 80 to 90 per cent.

MorE wIdEly known in the 
treatment of balance problems in 
older people is dr. McFarlane’s chosen 
discipline: the 108 moves, often 
beautiful and hypnotic, that make up 
Taoist tai chi, a martial arts-exercise 
discipline that dates from the second 
century Ad. The moves come under a 
variety of evocative names: Hold the 
Ball, Turning the wheel, Step Back to 
repulse Monkey and Partition of the 
wild Horse’s Mane. As New-Agey as 
the names are, several studies have 
shown the marked efficacy of tai chi 
in easing dizziness and aiding balance. 
(of course, the Chinese have known 
about the therapeutic value of tai chi 
for millennia, but the sceptical west-
ern mind generally demands “harder” 
data.) The most renowned tai chi study 

was published in 1996 in the Journal of 
American Geriatric Society by Stephen 
wolfe et al. one group of 200 subjects, 
average age mid-70s, did tai chi for 15 
weeks, while another 200 people used 
a “balance plate,” a tilting platform 
that required subjects to shift their 
weight in order to keep a visible line in 
front of them level. The balance plate 
portion of the study, which was rela-
tively expensive, tedious and required 
one-to-one supervision, resulted in 
no reduction in falls in the six months 
following the study. The tai chi por-
tion which, with one instructor for a 
large group, was inherently cheaper 
and more fun, resulted in a 47 per 
cent reduction in falls over the next 

six months. The findings have been 
replicated several times over the past 
15 years. older people who do tai chi 
consistently experience less dizziness, 
more steadiness and improvements in 
all the balance-building factors: flex-
ibility, lower body strength, position 
sense and alignment. 

But when it comes to one of the 
greatest risk factors in our suscept-
ibility to falls, our actual fear of falling 
itself, it’s helpful to return to the idea 
of “romantic” falling to understand 
the remedy. It seems reasonable for 
us to be more aware of the increased 
dangers of falling as we get older 
and to exercise extra caution to try 
to minimize the chances that we will 
fall. Concern and caution, you’d think, 

makes sense! But studies show that the 
more we give in to the Fear of Falling, 
the greater the likelihood that we will 
fall. Collected under this general ap-
prehension is the fear of being hospit-
alized, of being embarrassed, of losing 
independence and, most acutely, the 
fear of having to move from home. 
The result, says Aysha Bindar, an ad-
vanced practice nurse currently work-
ing on balance treatment at Baycrest 
Home for the Aged in Toronto, is that 
people limit their activity. “They may 
not drink as much fluid as they need 
to,” she says, “so they don’t have to go 
to the bathroom as often. They avoid 
social gatherings, where there may be 
large numbers of people and furniture 

to trip over. The fear of falling iso-
lates people and makes them less 
physically active, which leads to 
muscle atrophy and depression, 
which, of course, then puts them 
at greater risk for falling. And this 
happens not just in retirement 
homes but in the community at 
large.” 

So by attempting to overprotect 
ourselves, we leave ourselves 
open to greater injury. Isn’t this 
precisely what happens in the 
emotional world? The more we 
attempt to insulate ourselves from 
the hazards of love – romantic or 

platonic – the more we leave ourselves 
open to emotional atrophy and greater 
depression. 

IN oTHEr wordS, in trying to 
keep ourselves safe, we court a fate 
worse than what we fear. To stay “up-
right” in this life, we need to cultivate 
two kinds of balance: physical and 
emotional. without risk, we risk fall-
ing more and living less, forfeiting 
the ever more precious moments that 
make our lives worthwhile. 

As Mary Pickford, the Canadian-
born America’s Sweetheart of the si-
lent screen, once said: “you may have 
a fresh start any moment you choose, 
for this thing we call ‘failure’ is not the 
falling down but the staying down.” 

I need to regain my balance.
—Tiger woods

wHENEVEr I HEAr or think 
about the word “Falling,” the associa-
tions that flash into my mind are not 
all bad. There is, as it happens, a posi-
tive, exciting version of “Falling” 
to counteract the more mun-
dane negative one. I’m speaking 
about love, of course, and the 
mysterious human mechan-
ism that renders Vertigo in that 
realm (“falling in love”) suffi-
ciently intoxicating that we seek 
it out, no matter how reckless 
or illogical the situation. listen 
to leonard Cohen’s “Crazy to 
love you”, a cut on his just-out 
late-life masterpiece album, Old Ideas, 
and you’ll see what I mean. “Had to 
go crazy to love you,” he sings. “Had 
to let everything fall.” The singer has 
no choice in the matter, and neither – 
fortunately, I’d argue – do we. In mat-
ters of the heart, I’m all for the risk and 
passion of Falling. In matters physical, 
on the other hand, I’m far more prag-
matic; and my watchword is Balance.

This year, if current trends continue, 
about a third of Canadians over the 
age of 65 who are still living at home 
will suffer a fall. Half these people will 
be injured in one way or another; 25 
per cent of them significantly and, 20 
per cent of those badly enough that 
they’ll end up in the hospital. They 
won’t be alone – almost 62 per cent of 
all injury-related hospitalizations for 
seniors are the result of falls. (Second 

only to car accidents, falls are impli-
cated in an amazing 29 per cent of all 
injury-related hospitalizations for all 
Canadians.) Nine out of 10 hip frac-
tures suffered by Canadians are caused 
by falls; and one out of five who break 
their hips will die within a year of the 
accident (U.S. figures, even more dire, 
suggest that a full 50 per cent of seniors 
who are hospitalized in that country 
because of falls will not be alive after 
a year). In other words, dangerous 
falls are tantamount to an epidemic 
in the aging population. The conven-
tional reasons given for this are wide-

ly known: our bones become more 
brittle as we age, our muscles weaker 
and our spatial orientation (the sense 
of where we are) is diminished. But 
as undeniable as these deficits are, 
they’re more the cause of the injuries 
we suffer when we fall than the cause 
of falls themselves. The vast majority 
of the falls are actually the result of the 
malfunction of a critical “sense” with 
overtones as metaphysical and poetic 
as love: our sense of Balance.

BAlANCE IS dEFINEd physio-
logically as “the ability to maintain 
equilibrium against the force of grav-
ity.” Essentially, to function smoothly 
in everyday life – let alone during 
athletics or exercise – it’s important 
that we not tip over. what grants us 
equilibrium is our ability to process 

stimuli from our inner ear, our eyes, 
our legs and our feet simultaneously. 
It’s an intricate enough process for 
a nine-year-old; for a 90-year-old, it 
can be a nightmare. This is because, 
as we age, the integration mechanisms 
we use to orient ourselves in space 
tend to break down. This breakdown 
comes in different forms, says dr. 
Bruce McFarlane, a 67-year-old family 
practitioner in Collingwood, ont., 
who’s been involved in the study and 
treatment of balance issues for nearly 
20 years. First are conditions associ-
ated with aging that can restrict blood 

flow to the brain and affect bal-
ance – “strokes, carotid artery 
blockage.” Then there’s diabetes, 
which “can result in a loss of 
sensation in the feet, which in 
turn can cause a loss of balance”; 
and medications themselves, 
“which we take more of as we 
age, particularly anti-infection 
medication like antibiotics.” de-
teriorating vision can also affect 
balance, as can an erosion of 

our actual position sense, which lets us 
know, for instance, where our hand is 
in the dark. “when you reach a certain 
age,” says dr. McFarlane, “you’ll notice 
that when you get up in the middle of 
the night, it’s way more difficult to get 
where you’re going than it used to be. 
Balance again.” 

If that’s not enough, our muscle 
strength does indeed deteriorate as 
we get older (“It peaks at 40 and goes 
over a cliff at 60”), as does our flexibil-
ity, which restricts our ability to throw 
out an arm or hand to restore balance 
when we’re about to lose it. So it’s a 
tipsy world we’re contemplating, one 
that without intervention may only 
get unsteadier. That’s the bad news. 
The good news is there’s something we 
can do about it.

one of the most interesting and 
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spiking disproportionally among the 
over 45 is one that seems to go hand in 
glove with the growing demand for 
cosmetic enhancement: and that is  
divorce.  In Canada, “Grey Divorce”  – 
a label that Maclean's writer Anne 
Kingston says is “itself awaiting a 
youthful makeover” –  is now the only 
kind of divorce on the rise. Between 
1993 and 2003, the overall Canadian 
divorce rate declined 11 per cent; 
among people 50 to 65, it rose almost 
40 per cent. The same “surge” is evi-
dent in the U.S. (one New York family 
attorney, Peter Bienstock, says his 
waiting room sometimes looks like a 
“geriatric unit”). Britain, Italy, even 
France – in all these countries, wom- 
en are surprisingly the predominant 
seekers of marital dissolution, pos- 
sibly because it’s women who are most 
anxious to reconnect with the roman-
tic and relational sides of their lives 
after their child-rearing responsibil-
ities recede.  

For mANY of these women, the 
nonsurgical procedures, which in-
volve injections of Botox and fillers 
and are less costly (with no down-
time), have become extremely popu-
lar. But these procedures, meant to 
recreate the volume and smoothness 
of the youthful face, have also created 
a new look characterized by a puffy, 
round face. Even more disturbing is 
the growing popularity of fillers and 
Botox with younger women, who can 
end up resembling, bizarrely, older 
people trying to look younger. The 
result is a strange, nebulous middle 
ground where everyone, regardless of 
actual age, looks the same – and just 
as unnatural.  (In New York recently, 
paparazzi apparently mistook the 
25-year-old actress Lindsay Lohan for 
the 66-year-old singer Deborah Harry, 
a result of the cosmetic work Lohan 
has evidently undergone.) The new 
motive behind all these trends, which 
appears to be to erase any signs of nat-
ural aging at whatever age, is most baf-
fling of all. Especially among younger 

people, the historical prejudice when 
it came to looks was strongly toward 
maturity and sophistication; teenagers 
didn’t want to be regarded as “just 
kids” or, worse, to be told how young 
they looked. When did we all become 
terrified of age at every stage of life?  If 
the natural face is the truest face, when 
did we become so afraid of the truth?  

Women, older and younger, hap-
pen to be in the pronounced major-
ity – actually, 95 per cent – when it 
comes to having cosmetic work done. 
But men are just as capable of going 
too far. When this happens – whether 
you see it on the red carpet or at a re-
tirement party – the result is someone 
who has become a caricature of them-

selves. Sometimes, this is the result of 
the relative skill of the surgeon (which 
is to say a lack of); sometimes, it’s ob-
session on the part of the individual. 
We’ve all seen the results: faces that 
seem perpetually surprised or fright-
ened; eyes too wide, head and cheeks 
so taut, so smooth as to be blank; the 
end of visible emotion.  

ANotHEr PItFALL of an excessive 
desire to look young is the surgery. In 
an era when nonsurgical options con-
tinue to proliferate, surgery is the ser-
ious option and potentially even more 
so for candidates in their 70s and 80s.  
There are, granted, 77-year-olds like 

mary Graham, a restaurant owner 
in Thomasville, Ga., who received a 
face lift and breast implants last year 
and commented, “I work seven days 
a week, and the only time I go to the 
doctor is for plastic surgery.”  But there 
are also plastic surgeons who point out 
that general anesthesia is statistically 
riskier for people over 75, that older 
patients may take longer to heal and 
that the results of the surgery may dis-
appear sooner than with younger pa-
tients. marie Kolstad, the 84-year-old 
with the renovated bosom, notes that 
her daughter was against her getting 
implants because of the potential dan-
ger for someone her age.

Another paradox of cosmetic sur-
gery is that in wanting to look more 
like ourselves, we risk ending up look-
ing like someone else. In one famous 
joke, a 55-year-old woman has a heart 
attack, is rushed to the hospital and, 
while on the operating table, sees God. 
“Is my time up?” she asks him. “No,” 
God says, “you have another 43 years, 
two months and eight days to live.” 
The woman recovers and, to celebrate, 
decides to stay in the hospital for a 
face lift, breast implants and a tummy 
tuck. released from the hospital when 
it’s done, she crosses the street and 
promptly gets flattened by a speeding 
ambulance. She arrives in heaven, this 
time none too pleased. “I thought you 
said I had another 40 years,” she says 
to God. “Why didn’t you pull me out 
of the way of the ambulance?”  “Didn’t 
recognize you,” says God.

That’s one funny side of the argu-
ment. The other side belongs to marie 
Kolstad: 

“In my day, no one ever thought 
about breast enhancement. But now-
adays women go out and never get a 
second look if they show their age. I 
find that you have to keep up your ap-
pearance physically, even if you just 
want a companion or someone to 
ask you to dinner. That’s not going to 
happen if you don’t have a figure that 
these geezers are looking for.”

Welcome to the new-old ageism. 

 “She got her looks from her father – 
he’s a plastic surgeon.” 

—Groucho marx

ANYoNE WHo’S a fan of award 
ceremonies, particularly the red car-
pet segments, is treated regularly to 
parades not just of celebrity but of 
cosmetic science. Probably at no time 
in history have so many people who’ve 
availed themselves of so much plastic 
surgery been so available for public 
examination. Face lifts, eye jobs, nose 
jobs, neck jobs, breast and buttock 
augmentations, filler, Botox, collagen 
injections, laser peels: it’s all on ample 
display. on display, too, are the relative 
extremes of the cosmetic continuum, 
from Joan rivers at one end (the ques-
tion isn’t what she’s had done but what 
she hasn’t) to meryl Streep at the other 
(if she’s had any work done, it’s impos-
sible to tell). The common motive for 
most of this “work” done by and to 
celebrities is clear: to defeat age. And 
the impulse isn’t restricted to tinsel-
town. today, non-celebrity Zoomers 
are turning to the same procedures in 
record numbers, too.  

my first reaction is: “Why not?” If 
we can avail ourselves of better vision 
and hearing because of the miracles of 
modern medicine, why not improved 
looks and body parts and the benefits 
they bring? What’s the difference be-
tween mechanical enhancements and 
esthetic ones, especially if both add to 
our quality of life? Why are the former 
applauded and the latter condemned?

At the same time, I have some ser-
ious reservations. First is the cost of 

cosmetic procedures. The subject is 
relevant only if – and it’s a large if – a 
person can afford the work. And a sig-
nificant percentage of our gang can-
not. In this case, a hierarchy of relative 
importance quickly becomes appar-
ent: quality of life is not life itself; plas-
tic surgery is not heart surgery. While 
such procedures might not be trivial to 
the people who want them and indeed 
might be helpful to a person’s self-con-
fidence and psychological well-being, 
they will inevitably be regarded as a 

luxury or extravagance to the people 
who can’t afford them.  

Second, there’s the philosophical 
issue: the possibility that “Anti-Aging” 
cosmetic surgery can be interpreted 
as one more kind of age discrimina-
tion: a delegitimization of the aging 
person and older age as meaningful 
institutions in themselves. The bottom 
line for me, and the philosophy this 
space espouses, is that the natural face 
is the truest face, and natural beauty 
the truest beauty. The acceptance and 
celebration of age is a virtue, not a sur-
render or a delusion.  

That said, assuming a person can af-
ford a procedure and the procedure is 
undertaken tastefully and with a sense 
of proportion, I see nothing wrong 

with a nip or tuck to make someone 
feel better about themselves. to judge 
otherwise would be to be guilty of a 
different kind of discrimination.

It’s eye-opening to examine just how 
popular cosmetic procedures have 
become among our demographic. Be-
tween 2005 and 2010, according to the 
American Society for Aesthetic Plastic 
Surgery, the number of overall cosmet-
ic surgeries in the United States fell by 
17 per cent, but for those over 65 rose 
almost 30 per cent. This translated to 
a 2010 tally of 27,000 face lifts, 25,000 
eyelid operations, 6,500 liposuctions, 
4,000 forehead lifts, 6,000 breast re-
ductions, 3,500 breast lifts and 2,500 
breast augmentations for that cohort. 
Exact statistics are hard to come by in 
Canada, but anecdotal evidence gath-
ered from cosmetic surgery clinics 
suggests that our increase is similar, 
and our figures proportional to the 
Americans by population – about a 
tenth as large. (one hard statistic we 
do have is the number of Canadians 
who feel “people should age without 
cosmetic enhancement” – a mere 19 
per cent.) The oldest known breast 
augmentation patient on the planet is 
marie Kolstad, 84, of orange County, 
Calif., who last July had her breast 
size surgically increased from 36B to 
an eye-popping 38D.  “I would love to 
find a new man,” said ms. Kolstad, a 
widow, “but all the men my age want 
women 20 years younger. I thought I’d 
better take action so I can compete.”

In fact, doctors and researchers in 
the field identify several reasons for 
the growth in later-year cosmetic 
work; everything from older people 
in the workplace needing to compete 
with younger colleagues in appear-
ance-sensitive fields to a simple but 
powerful dissatisfaction with what we 
see in the mirror as we age.  

Another phenomenon that’s been 
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is plastic fantastic?
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>coming next issue …  the so-called War of the Generations

“Mom, when will I be old enough 
to inject Botulinum toxin into my 
face to paralyze muscles to make 

me look younger?’’
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“Boob jobs, liposuction, tummy 
tucks, eye lifts ... it takes a lot of 

work to look natural.’’
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spiking disproportionally among the 
over 45 is one that seems to go hand in 
glove with the growing demand for 
cosmetic enhancement: and that is  
divorce.  In Canada, “Grey Divorce”  – 
a label that Maclean's writer Anne 
Kingston says is “itself awaiting a 
youthful makeover” –  is now the only 
kind of divorce on the rise. Between 
1993 and 2003, the overall Canadian 
divorce rate declined 11 per cent; 
among people 50 to 65, it rose almost 
40 per cent. The same “surge” is evi-
dent in the U.S. (one New York family 
attorney, Peter Bienstock, says his 
waiting room sometimes looks like a 
“geriatric unit”). Britain, Italy, even 
France – in all these countries, wom- 
en are surprisingly the predominant 
seekers of marital dissolution, pos- 
sibly because it’s women who are most 
anxious to reconnect with the roman-
tic and relational sides of their lives 
after their child-rearing responsibil-
ities recede.  

For mANY of these women, the 
nonsurgical procedures, which in-
volve injections of Botox and fillers 
and are less costly (with no down-
time), have become extremely popu-
lar. But these procedures, meant to 
recreate the volume and smoothness 
of the youthful face, have also created 
a new look characterized by a puffy, 
round face. Even more disturbing is 
the growing popularity of fillers and 
Botox with younger women, who can 
end up resembling, bizarrely, older 
people trying to look younger. The 
result is a strange, nebulous middle 
ground where everyone, regardless of 
actual age, looks the same – and just 
as unnatural.  (In New York recently, 
paparazzi apparently mistook the 
25-year-old actress Lindsay Lohan for 
the 66-year-old singer Deborah Harry, 
a result of the cosmetic work Lohan 
has evidently undergone.) The new 
motive behind all these trends, which 
appears to be to erase any signs of nat-
ural aging at whatever age, is most baf-
fling of all. Especially among younger 

people, the historical prejudice when 
it came to looks was strongly toward 
maturity and sophistication; teenagers 
didn’t want to be regarded as “just 
kids” or, worse, to be told how young 
they looked. When did we all become 
terrified of age at every stage of life?  If 
the natural face is the truest face, when 
did we become so afraid of the truth?  

Women, older and younger, hap-
pen to be in the pronounced major-
ity – actually, 95 per cent – when it 
comes to having cosmetic work done. 
But men are just as capable of going 
too far. When this happens – whether 
you see it on the red carpet or at a re-
tirement party – the result is someone 
who has become a caricature of them-

selves. Sometimes, this is the result of 
the relative skill of the surgeon (which 
is to say a lack of); sometimes, it’s ob-
session on the part of the individual. 
We’ve all seen the results: faces that 
seem perpetually surprised or fright-
ened; eyes too wide, head and cheeks 
so taut, so smooth as to be blank; the 
end of visible emotion.  

ANotHEr PItFALL of an excessive 
desire to look young is the surgery. In 
an era when nonsurgical options con-
tinue to proliferate, surgery is the ser-
ious option and potentially even more 
so for candidates in their 70s and 80s.  
There are, granted, 77-year-olds like 

mary Graham, a restaurant owner 
in Thomasville, Ga., who received a 
face lift and breast implants last year 
and commented, “I work seven days 
a week, and the only time I go to the 
doctor is for plastic surgery.”  But there 
are also plastic surgeons who point out 
that general anesthesia is statistically 
riskier for people over 75, that older 
patients may take longer to heal and 
that the results of the surgery may dis-
appear sooner than with younger pa-
tients. marie Kolstad, the 84-year-old 
with the renovated bosom, notes that 
her daughter was against her getting 
implants because of the potential dan-
ger for someone her age.

Another paradox of cosmetic sur-
gery is that in wanting to look more 
like ourselves, we risk ending up look-
ing like someone else. In one famous 
joke, a 55-year-old woman has a heart 
attack, is rushed to the hospital and, 
while on the operating table, sees God. 
“Is my time up?” she asks him. “No,” 
God says, “you have another 43 years, 
two months and eight days to live.” 
The woman recovers and, to celebrate, 
decides to stay in the hospital for a 
face lift, breast implants and a tummy 
tuck. released from the hospital when 
it’s done, she crosses the street and 
promptly gets flattened by a speeding 
ambulance. She arrives in heaven, this 
time none too pleased. “I thought you 
said I had another 40 years,” she says 
to God. “Why didn’t you pull me out 
of the way of the ambulance?”  “Didn’t 
recognize you,” says God.

That’s one funny side of the argu-
ment. The other side belongs to marie 
Kolstad: 

“In my day, no one ever thought 
about breast enhancement. But now-
adays women go out and never get a 
second look if they show their age. I 
find that you have to keep up your ap-
pearance physically, even if you just 
want a companion or someone to 
ask you to dinner. That’s not going to 
happen if you don’t have a figure that 
these geezers are looking for.”

Welcome to the new-old ageism. 

 “She got her looks from her father – 
he’s a plastic surgeon.” 

—Groucho marx

ANYoNE WHo’S a fan of award 
ceremonies, particularly the red car-
pet segments, is treated regularly to 
parades not just of celebrity but of 
cosmetic science. Probably at no time 
in history have so many people who’ve 
availed themselves of so much plastic 
surgery been so available for public 
examination. Face lifts, eye jobs, nose 
jobs, neck jobs, breast and buttock 
augmentations, filler, Botox, collagen 
injections, laser peels: it’s all on ample 
display. on display, too, are the relative 
extremes of the cosmetic continuum, 
from Joan rivers at one end (the ques-
tion isn’t what she’s had done but what 
she hasn’t) to meryl Streep at the other 
(if she’s had any work done, it’s impos-
sible to tell). The common motive for 
most of this “work” done by and to 
celebrities is clear: to defeat age. And 
the impulse isn’t restricted to tinsel-
town. today, non-celebrity Zoomers 
are turning to the same procedures in 
record numbers, too.  

my first reaction is: “Why not?” If 
we can avail ourselves of better vision 
and hearing because of the miracles of 
modern medicine, why not improved 
looks and body parts and the benefits 
they bring? What’s the difference be-
tween mechanical enhancements and 
esthetic ones, especially if both add to 
our quality of life? Why are the former 
applauded and the latter condemned?

At the same time, I have some ser-
ious reservations. First is the cost of 

cosmetic procedures. The subject is 
relevant only if – and it’s a large if – a 
person can afford the work. And a sig-
nificant percentage of our gang can-
not. In this case, a hierarchy of relative 
importance quickly becomes appar-
ent: quality of life is not life itself; plas-
tic surgery is not heart surgery. While 
such procedures might not be trivial to 
the people who want them and indeed 
might be helpful to a person’s self-con-
fidence and psychological well-being, 
they will inevitably be regarded as a 

luxury or extravagance to the people 
who can’t afford them.  

Second, there’s the philosophical 
issue: the possibility that “Anti-Aging” 
cosmetic surgery can be interpreted 
as one more kind of age discrimina-
tion: a delegitimization of the aging 
person and older age as meaningful 
institutions in themselves. The bottom 
line for me, and the philosophy this 
space espouses, is that the natural face 
is the truest face, and natural beauty 
the truest beauty. The acceptance and 
celebration of age is a virtue, not a sur-
render or a delusion.  

That said, assuming a person can af-
ford a procedure and the procedure is 
undertaken tastefully and with a sense 
of proportion, I see nothing wrong 

with a nip or tuck to make someone 
feel better about themselves. to judge 
otherwise would be to be guilty of a 
different kind of discrimination.

It’s eye-opening to examine just how 
popular cosmetic procedures have 
become among our demographic. Be-
tween 2005 and 2010, according to the 
American Society for Aesthetic Plastic 
Surgery, the number of overall cosmet-
ic surgeries in the United States fell by 
17 per cent, but for those over 65 rose 
almost 30 per cent. This translated to 
a 2010 tally of 27,000 face lifts, 25,000 
eyelid operations, 6,500 liposuctions, 
4,000 forehead lifts, 6,000 breast re-
ductions, 3,500 breast lifts and 2,500 
breast augmentations for that cohort. 
Exact statistics are hard to come by in 
Canada, but anecdotal evidence gath-
ered from cosmetic surgery clinics 
suggests that our increase is similar, 
and our figures proportional to the 
Americans by population – about a 
tenth as large. (one hard statistic we 
do have is the number of Canadians 
who feel “people should age without 
cosmetic enhancement” – a mere 19 
per cent.) The oldest known breast 
augmentation patient on the planet is 
marie Kolstad, 84, of orange County, 
Calif., who last July had her breast 
size surgically increased from 36B to 
an eye-popping 38D.  “I would love to 
find a new man,” said ms. Kolstad, a 
widow, “but all the men my age want 
women 20 years younger. I thought I’d 
better take action so I can compete.”

In fact, doctors and researchers in 
the field identify several reasons for 
the growth in later-year cosmetic 
work; everything from older people 
in the workplace needing to compete 
with younger colleagues in appear-
ance-sensitive fields to a simple but 
powerful dissatisfaction with what we 
see in the mirror as we age.  

Another phenomenon that’s been 
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tion and nearly half of all Canadian 
tax filers. 

As for our greed in opposing changes 
to OAS benefits: those changes, which 
don’t kick in till 2023, will never affect 
us anyway; anyone 54 and older today 
is grandfathered. Which means we’re 
really advocating for younger people!

So where’s the war? And why is the 
press hyping it so much? What’s in it 
for them? The stock answer is a quick 
and easy headline. A better question 
is who is actually responsible for this 
spectre of the generational war? Ac-
cording to Susan Eng, Vice-President 
of Advocacy for CARP, the culprits 
are those who have made a hobby of 
scapegoating boomers for a demo-
graphic situation that’s a function 
of the sheer size of our cohort 
and not of our volition: “The glib 
sensationalists, the pundits and 
politicians who use it [the so-
called war] as a way to distract 
people and as an excuse to do 
nothing.” What the politicos and 
the younger generation should 
do for a start, says Eng, is aban-
don the strategy of confrontation 
and realize that while there are 
some very real problems facing 
us, the blame game gets no one 
anywhere. Zoomers are not going 
to shrink as a generation because 
our size is inconvenient.  Our size 
is a historical reality.  The key is to 
recognize that the interests of young 
and old are shared, and that the older 
generation is an ally in protecting 
those interests.  The key is simply to 
acknowledge the obvious; we’re all in 
this together!

ThiS COmmOnAliTy of interest 
becomes crystal clear in the much-
hyped end-of-life scenario, the tip of 
the “grey tsunami” that’s supposedly 
going to bankrupt the generations 
that follow. Again, while it’s undeni-
able that the last year and a half of 
people’s lives tend, typically, to be very 
costly – given our current infatuation 
with fancy drugs and equipment, in-

tensive procedures and the special-
ists’ salaries that accompany them 
– nothing says that this has to be the 
case. in fact, often the procedures in 
question prolong agony as much as 
life and detract from our dignity and 
independence in the process. This is 
why the older generation has been 
spearheading the hospice move- 
ment, advocating for better home-
care policy to help seniors stay safely 
in their own homes (like the proposed 
Ontario healthy homes Renovation 
Tax Credit) and broaching that ne 
plus ultra of unmentionables, assisted 
suicide (which a landmark report in 
Quebec recently recommended be 
made legal in “exceptional circum-

stances”).  All of these measures could 
improve the quality of a senior’s final 
years and save money. By the happiest 
of coincidences, a more dignified last 
chapter of life may also turn out to be 
a cheaper last chapter. 

Think of Zoomers as advance scouts 
for the younger cohorts. We’re the per-
fect vanguard. We have unprecedent-
ed numbers and a historical proclivity 
for taking on the establishment. As 
with the OAS fight, most of the policy 
changes we agitate for will likely be-
come fact not in our time but in the 
time of our descendants. That’s as it 
should be. The circle of life is not real-
ly a circle. All old people have been 
young, but no young people have been 

old. We’ve been there but they haven’t. 
What else can we do but try to send 
them messages from the future? What 
else can they do but glean tips about 
the land they’ll eventually visit? it’s 
all of a piece, the way we’re unavoid-
ably related to each other; the way we 
need to care about and for each other. 
it starts with me taking care of you, my 
money paying for your education and 
welfare; it ends with you taking care 
of me (and me, of course, still worry-
ing about you). The villain-and-victim 
model just makes us dread the future; 
the shared destiny model lets us think 
better is possible.

And what a future it’s likely to be! 
We’re standing on the threshold of a 

world we can barely imagine. if 
half the babies born today have 
a good chance of living to be 
1001, if the dancing 100-year-old 
woman whose wedding has gone 
viral on the internet is a curios-
ity today but won’t be rare a few 
decades hence, what will it mean 
for the current organization of 
life? At what age will we get edu-
cated or married or end our first 
career and embark on a second, 
a third, a fourth? One thing we 
can predict with certainty: erect-
ing self-indulgent walls between 
us in future decades might sell a 
few papers (or what will come to 

replace them), but it won’t improve the 
human condition.  

in Citizen Kane, Orson Welles’ bril-
liant cinematic take on the life of 
William Randolph hearst, inventor 
of wars, the final image is of regret, a 
child’s sled with the brand Rosebud 
stamped on it burning in a bonfire 
outside the deceased mogul’s man-
sion. So let’s not mourn the past or 
fight over the future. Better to forge 
common cause and leave bitterness to 
the cynical souls who have nothing to 
offer any of us, young or old alike. 

in 1896, William Randolph hearst, 
owner of the muckraking newspaper 
the New York Journal, dispatched a 
group of artists to Cuba to record via 
drawings the atrocities purportedly 
being committed by Spain’s General 
Weyler against the inhabitants of that 
island. One of the artists, Frederic 
Remington, wired new york that the 
reports of the carnage had been exag-
gerated. hearst wired back, “you fur-
nish the pictures and i’ll furnish the 
war.” The statement was grandiose 
but accurate. hearst’s shameless hyp-
ing of Weyler’s crimes against civil- 
ians was largely responsible for Amer-
ica becoming embroiled in what 
became the Spanish-American war, 
today widely considered the first 
“media war” ever fought.

in an equally overblown way, in my 
opinion, and for some time now, the 
north American press has been hyp-
ing what’s become known as the War 
of the Generations, specifically be-
tween the younger generations called 
the millennials, the gen-Xers and the 
older boomers – i.e., us. The selling of 
this war is based on a set of grievances 
the younger demographic supposedly 
nurses, in response to a collection of 
crimes the older generation has sup-
posedly committed – or will commit – 
against them. First are the health-care 
grievances: as Canada and the world 
ages, we’re told, health-care costs 
will rise astronomically with no end, 
leading to an unsustainable crisis for 
those who come after. Second is the 

employment grievance. By refusing 
to retire and make way in the natural 
progression of worker attrition, we’re 
stealing jobs from the younger genera-
tion and preventing them from hav-
ing the security we enjoyed as a smug 
birthright; we are the agents of their 
unemployment. last comes the greed 
grievance: we are the quintessential 
“me” generation, goes the party line, 
concerned only for ourselves. A timely 
piece of evidence is our recent agita-
tion against the federal government’s 
announced plan to raise the age of 
eligibility for Old Age Security (OAS) 
benefits from 65 to 67.  

That these characterizations are half-
truths and canards becomes evident 
from consulting the news these days, 
but you have to look past the front 
page to find it. While end-of-life health 
care is undeniably expensive, until 
that relatively brief period, the vast 
majority of older people are generally 
healthy. And although health costs in 
general will still undoubtedly increase 
as our generation ages, “some of the 
best research” cited by the Canadian 
health Services Research Foundation 
indicates that the effect of population 
aging itself on health expenditures 
will be “modest in comparison to that 
of other cost drivers, such as inflation 
and technological innovation.” in fact, 

the impact of our gang’s aging could 
be as low as a “one per cent [increase] 
per year between 2010 and 2036.” 

As for the employment-retirement 
charge, the fact is that, present eco-
nomic uncertainty aside, the longer 
term looming problem for Canada 
isn’t unemployment but underemploy-
ment: the Conference Board of Can-
ada predicts that as early as 2020, 
Canada may face a shortfall of nearly 
one million workers. According to 
a joint report issued in 2011 by the 
information and Communications 
Technology Council (iCTC) and the 
information Technology Association 

of Canada (iTAC), the shortfall 
crisis in the information technol-
ogy, accounting and finance fields 
is already here. Statistics Canada 
adds all skilled labour and health-
care jobs into the mix: “in 2006, 
there were 1.9 Canadians aged 20 
to 34 entering the workforce for 
every person aged 55 to 64 leav-
ing it,” notes StatsCan. “There were 
2.7 replacement workers for every 
retiree five years ago and, 25 years 
ago, there were 3.7.” (According 
to BCBusiness magazine, the per-

centage of the Canadian population 
that works peaked in 2011; it’s already 
dropping.)  Because our Zoomer gen-
eration is massive and the following 
generations smaller, there will ultim-
ately be more than enough jobs for 
everybody; and society would be stu-
pid not to take advantage of the older 
worker’s knowledge and experience. 
By continuing to work, Zoomers are 
fulfilling a need and adding more to 
the tax coffers, which we already fund 
disproportionately. Today, the 55-and-
over crowd in Canada makes up about 
25 per cent of the population but 33 
per cent of the tax filers. By 2031, pro-
jections say the 55-plus group will 
comprise 36 per cent of the popula-
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12009 study done by the Danish Aging 
Research Centre, University of Southern 
Denmark, Dr. Kaare Chritensen lead 
author.  (Reported in The Lancet.)

“Look, just finish college, get your MBA, have 
a career, and then if you want to try your 
hand at acting, you’ll have my blessing.”
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tion and nearly half of all Canadian 
tax filers. 

As for our greed in opposing changes 
to OAS benefits: those changes, which 
don’t kick in till 2023, will never affect 
us anyway; anyone 54 and older today 
is grandfathered. Which means we’re 
really advocating for younger people!

So where’s the war? And why is the 
press hyping it so much? What’s in it 
for them? The stock answer is a quick 
and easy headline. A better question 
is who is actually responsible for this 
spectre of the generational war? Ac-
cording to Susan Eng, Vice-President 
of Advocacy for CARP, the culprits 
are those who have made a hobby of 
scapegoating boomers for a demo-
graphic situation that’s a function 
of the sheer size of our cohort 
and not of our volition: “The glib 
sensationalists, the pundits and 
politicians who use it [the so-
called war] as a way to distract 
people and as an excuse to do 
nothing.” What the politicos and 
the younger generation should 
do for a start, says Eng, is aban-
don the strategy of confrontation 
and realize that while there are 
some very real problems facing 
us, the blame game gets no one 
anywhere. Zoomers are not going 
to shrink as a generation because 
our size is inconvenient.  Our size 
is a historical reality.  The key is to 
recognize that the interests of young 
and old are shared, and that the older 
generation is an ally in protecting 
those interests.  The key is simply to 
acknowledge the obvious; we’re all in 
this together!

ThiS COmmOnAliTy of interest 
becomes crystal clear in the much-
hyped end-of-life scenario, the tip of 
the “grey tsunami” that’s supposedly 
going to bankrupt the generations 
that follow. Again, while it’s undeni-
able that the last year and a half of 
people’s lives tend, typically, to be very 
costly – given our current infatuation 
with fancy drugs and equipment, in-

tensive procedures and the special-
ists’ salaries that accompany them 
– nothing says that this has to be the 
case. in fact, often the procedures in 
question prolong agony as much as 
life and detract from our dignity and 
independence in the process. This is 
why the older generation has been 
spearheading the hospice move- 
ment, advocating for better home-
care policy to help seniors stay safely 
in their own homes (like the proposed 
Ontario healthy homes Renovation 
Tax Credit) and broaching that ne 
plus ultra of unmentionables, assisted 
suicide (which a landmark report in 
Quebec recently recommended be 
made legal in “exceptional circum-

stances”).  All of these measures could 
improve the quality of a senior’s final 
years and save money. By the happiest 
of coincidences, a more dignified last 
chapter of life may also turn out to be 
a cheaper last chapter. 

Think of Zoomers as advance scouts 
for the younger cohorts. We’re the per-
fect vanguard. We have unprecedent-
ed numbers and a historical proclivity 
for taking on the establishment. As 
with the OAS fight, most of the policy 
changes we agitate for will likely be-
come fact not in our time but in the 
time of our descendants. That’s as it 
should be. The circle of life is not real-
ly a circle. All old people have been 
young, but no young people have been 

old. We’ve been there but they haven’t. 
What else can we do but try to send 
them messages from the future? What 
else can they do but glean tips about 
the land they’ll eventually visit? it’s 
all of a piece, the way we’re unavoid-
ably related to each other; the way we 
need to care about and for each other. 
it starts with me taking care of you, my 
money paying for your education and 
welfare; it ends with you taking care 
of me (and me, of course, still worry-
ing about you). The villain-and-victim 
model just makes us dread the future; 
the shared destiny model lets us think 
better is possible.

And what a future it’s likely to be! 
We’re standing on the threshold of a 

world we can barely imagine. if 
half the babies born today have 
a good chance of living to be 
1001, if the dancing 100-year-old 
woman whose wedding has gone 
viral on the internet is a curios-
ity today but won’t be rare a few 
decades hence, what will it mean 
for the current organization of 
life? At what age will we get edu-
cated or married or end our first 
career and embark on a second, 
a third, a fourth? One thing we 
can predict with certainty: erect-
ing self-indulgent walls between 
us in future decades might sell a 
few papers (or what will come to 

replace them), but it won’t improve the 
human condition.  

in Citizen Kane, Orson Welles’ bril-
liant cinematic take on the life of 
William Randolph hearst, inventor 
of wars, the final image is of regret, a 
child’s sled with the brand Rosebud 
stamped on it burning in a bonfire 
outside the deceased mogul’s man-
sion. So let’s not mourn the past or 
fight over the future. Better to forge 
common cause and leave bitterness to 
the cynical souls who have nothing to 
offer any of us, young or old alike. 

in 1896, William Randolph hearst, 
owner of the muckraking newspaper 
the New York Journal, dispatched a 
group of artists to Cuba to record via 
drawings the atrocities purportedly 
being committed by Spain’s General 
Weyler against the inhabitants of that 
island. One of the artists, Frederic 
Remington, wired new york that the 
reports of the carnage had been exag-
gerated. hearst wired back, “you fur-
nish the pictures and i’ll furnish the 
war.” The statement was grandiose 
but accurate. hearst’s shameless hyp-
ing of Weyler’s crimes against civil- 
ians was largely responsible for Amer-
ica becoming embroiled in what 
became the Spanish-American war, 
today widely considered the first 
“media war” ever fought.

in an equally overblown way, in my 
opinion, and for some time now, the 
north American press has been hyp-
ing what’s become known as the War 
of the Generations, specifically be-
tween the younger generations called 
the millennials, the gen-Xers and the 
older boomers – i.e., us. The selling of 
this war is based on a set of grievances 
the younger demographic supposedly 
nurses, in response to a collection of 
crimes the older generation has sup-
posedly committed – or will commit – 
against them. First are the health-care 
grievances: as Canada and the world 
ages, we’re told, health-care costs 
will rise astronomically with no end, 
leading to an unsustainable crisis for 
those who come after. Second is the 

employment grievance. By refusing 
to retire and make way in the natural 
progression of worker attrition, we’re 
stealing jobs from the younger genera-
tion and preventing them from hav-
ing the security we enjoyed as a smug 
birthright; we are the agents of their 
unemployment. last comes the greed 
grievance: we are the quintessential 
“me” generation, goes the party line, 
concerned only for ourselves. A timely 
piece of evidence is our recent agita-
tion against the federal government’s 
announced plan to raise the age of 
eligibility for Old Age Security (OAS) 
benefits from 65 to 67.  

That these characterizations are half-
truths and canards becomes evident 
from consulting the news these days, 
but you have to look past the front 
page to find it. While end-of-life health 
care is undeniably expensive, until 
that relatively brief period, the vast 
majority of older people are generally 
healthy. And although health costs in 
general will still undoubtedly increase 
as our generation ages, “some of the 
best research” cited by the Canadian 
health Services Research Foundation 
indicates that the effect of population 
aging itself on health expenditures 
will be “modest in comparison to that 
of other cost drivers, such as inflation 
and technological innovation.” in fact, 

the impact of our gang’s aging could 
be as low as a “one per cent [increase] 
per year between 2010 and 2036.” 

As for the employment-retirement 
charge, the fact is that, present eco-
nomic uncertainty aside, the longer 
term looming problem for Canada 
isn’t unemployment but underemploy-
ment: the Conference Board of Can-
ada predicts that as early as 2020, 
Canada may face a shortfall of nearly 
one million workers. According to 
a joint report issued in 2011 by the 
information and Communications 
Technology Council (iCTC) and the 
information Technology Association 

of Canada (iTAC), the shortfall 
crisis in the information technol-
ogy, accounting and finance fields 
is already here. Statistics Canada 
adds all skilled labour and health-
care jobs into the mix: “in 2006, 
there were 1.9 Canadians aged 20 
to 34 entering the workforce for 
every person aged 55 to 64 leav-
ing it,” notes StatsCan. “There were 
2.7 replacement workers for every 
retiree five years ago and, 25 years 
ago, there were 3.7.” (According 
to BCBusiness magazine, the per-

centage of the Canadian population 
that works peaked in 2011; it’s already 
dropping.)  Because our Zoomer gen-
eration is massive and the following 
generations smaller, there will ultim-
ately be more than enough jobs for 
everybody; and society would be stu-
pid not to take advantage of the older 
worker’s knowledge and experience. 
By continuing to work, Zoomers are 
fulfilling a need and adding more to 
the tax coffers, which we already fund 
disproportionately. Today, the 55-and-
over crowd in Canada makes up about 
25 per cent of the population but 33 
per cent of the tax filers. By 2031, pro-
jections say the 55-plus group will 
comprise 36 per cent of the popula-
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“Just what exactly is your generation 
going to do about my generation’s 
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12009 study done by the Danish Aging 
Research Centre, University of Southern 
Denmark, Dr. Kaare Chritensen lead 
author.  (Reported in The Lancet.)

“Look, just finish college, get your MBA, have 
a career, and then if you want to try your 
hand at acting, you’ll have my blessing.”
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(the medical man who had saved his 
life), was painted when he was 74. Our 
own poet-songster superstar Leonard 
Cohen, who turns 78 this September 
and recently won the $50,000 Glenn 
Gould Prize, released his latest and 
possibly finest album, Old Ideas, just 
this past year.

Add tO thiS evidence a theory 
of mine that it takes a certain time 
span as an artist of any sort, popular 
or “fine,” to achieve iconic status. Now 
that we actually inhabit Andy War-
hol’s future, where everyone 
is famous for 15 minutes, and 
the life cycle of celebrity can be 
as short as the news cycle, the 
chance for a new performer 
or creator to become an insti-
tution or for one of his or her 
creations to become a classic 
is greatly reduced. Not only, as 
per Malcolm Gladwell, does it 
take 10,000 hours to gain mas-
tery of a skill, but it may take 
about the same amount of time 
to gain enduring presence and 
deep fame. We see Meryl Streep 
continuing to win awards and 
the Rolling Stones continuing 
to tour. When it comes to fos-
tering greatness, our gang may 
still have an edge.

Still trolling for possibil-
ities, i came across another 
study called “Words of Wis-
dom: Language Use Over the Life 
Span.”3 The article described a study 
that examined how, with advancing 
age, language usage changed in 3,000  
“ordinary people” and in the works of 
10 eminent writers who had lived over 
the last 500 years. The study discov-
ered that as they get older, both writ-
ers and non-writers “use more positive 
and fewer negative affect words, use 
fewer self-references [less first per-
son], use more future-tense and fewer 
past-tense verbs and demonstrate  

a general pattern of increasing cogni-
tive complexity.”  

What is so arresting about the find-
ing isn’t just that it overturns a com-
mon stereotype of older people, 
specifically that we live in the past 
and are increasingly gloomy, it’s that 
this characterization of us as future-
oriented and optimistic and less self-
involved doesn’t mean we are better 
than our younger selves so much as 
different and uniquely impressive. And 
it struck me that in searching for some 
consolation in getting old, maybe we 

shouldn’t be scrambling to prove we 
can still compete with the younger set; 
we should be celebrating the new be-
ings we’re in the process of becoming. 

The more i think about this distinc-
tion, the more sense it makes. What 
does it mean to really improve with 
age, after all, if not to change? And 
what are we doing when we continu-
ally obsess about our ability to per-
form relative to youth, if not trying, 
sometimes sadly, to be young (see my 
recent chapter on cosmetic surgery).4 
Clinging to the same old way of keep-
ing score in life is like treading water 

because it’s the only stroke you know. 
in the end, it’s a mug’s game, about as 
successful as a 60-year-old trying to 
dress like a 16-year-old. More than 
any stage of life, more even than in-
fancy or adolescence, old age is a uni-
verse unto itself. And we, its citizens, 
are a species unto ourselves. “Old age 
is no place for sissies,” Bette davis 
once said, and she wasn’t wrong. But 
one thing we can do to make our stay 
more pleasant is to adopt a value sys-
tem that’s more forgiving of the new 
species we’ve become. 

A fASCiNAtiNG memory 
study done by Becca Levy, a 
professor of epidemiology and 
psychology at Yale,5 showed 
that older subjects, perhaps 
conditioned by our age-nega-
tive culture, are so suggestible 
to doubting their own cogni-
tive abilities that subliminally 
flashing age-negative words 
like “senile” on a computer 
screen is enough to dramatic-
ally reduce their scores on 
every memory test they subse-
quently take. in other words, as 
much as we might have become 
more easy-going with others in 
our mature years, there’s one 
group we’re not so easy on, and 
that’s ourselves; and it seems to 
me we need to give ourselves a 
break and start to see ourselves 

not as more or less but as equal and 
admirable in ourselves.  

What i haven’t yet mentioned in all 
this, of course, is that perhaps the 
most important thing of all that’s been 
getting better is lifespan itself. On 
average, we are today living 34 years 
longer than my great-grandparents’ 
generation. Sooner or later, the law of 
entropy will prevail, but with the one 
exception of the human Spirit. That 
means that the task of these golden 
Zoomer years is to finish finishing 
ourselves. 

hAviNG SO fAR SPeNt 25 chap-
ters in this Zoomer Philosophy deal-
ing mostly with the physical and 
social challenges of aging, i decided, 
in thinking about Chapter 26, that 
i would try again to write about the 
good things that happen to us as we 
get older. i myself am about to enter 
my eighth decade1 and, touch wood, 
feel not much different and perform 
not much differently than i did 10 or 
even 20 years ago, except that i know 
that i am that much closer to some 
kind of end and, likely, some difficulty 
and pain en route to it. Mostly, i’m 
conscious of all the people around me 
moaning and/or joking about it, so i 
thought i’d try to make them feel bet-
ter and began by typing into Google: 
“What things improve with age?” 
The first answer that came up was: 
“cheese.” Going down the page, i also 
came across: violins, guitars, really 
good boots, meerschaum pipes, Chi-
nese zisah teapots, cast iron skillets, 
most of the plant life in your garden 
and red wine. to that list, and on the 
basis of nothing more than my own 
experience, i added taste and smell 
(hated caviar and blue cheese when 
i was in my teens, 20s, 30s, though i 
appreciate them now, very occasion-
ally, as novelties, when i’m offered 
them at fancy parties). And, of course, 
only the best things are cherished and 
preserved long enough to become an-
tiques.  

But it was only toward the bottom of 

that search that i found what i thought 
i was looking for, in the sense of things 
that improve in our own lives as we 
grow older. They included wisdom, 
life stories, body image, grandkids, 
the love and appreciation of others, 
fido and fluffy; and to which i would 
add perspective, a sense of the cycle 
in things, a sense of mastery of one’s 
profession or art, even serenity. Great 
stuff, but is it sufficient to counter what 
the great poet and my teacher irving 
Layton once called “the inescapable 
lousiness of growing old”?   

One promising place to look, i 
thought, was back on the Zoomer 
Philosophy chapters wherein i had 
chronicled the dramatically improved 
modern prospects for our aging 
senses. These chapters were filled with 
examples of advances in technology 
and medicine that can now success-
fully slow the effects of time on what 
we can see and hear, even how fast we 
can run or swim. But as encouraging 
as these breakthroughs were, i real-
ized, they were aimed at minimizing 
decline, not reversing it. 

WeLL, ALL RiGht, i thought, i’ll 
just have to find new evidence: the 
Nobel Prize phenomenon, for ex-
ample. it turns out that since 1901, 
when the first prizes were given out, 
the average age of winners has risen 
steadily. in the first decade of the 
20th century, for instance, the aver-
age physics winner was just over 52 
years old; by the first decade of the 
21st century, the average physics win-
ner was just under 68, a jump of nearly 
16 years.   eureka, we get smarter as 
we get older! But not so fast. in 1965, 
the flamboyant scientist-cum-bongo 
drummer, Richard feynman, a phys-
ics winner that year at age 47, had in-
directly predicted that with so many of 
the great discoveries already made, the 

age of science winners was bound to 
rise because the number of fundamen-
tal laws of nature left to discover was 
shrinking and the Nobel committee 
would have to look farther and harder 
to find “big” achievements. 

With hARd SCieNCe a question 
mark as an improvement candidate, 
i turned to social science. Contrary 
to the stereotype, studies show that 
people do not get crankier as they 
get older but less cranky. A paper 
published just this year in the jour-
nal Social Psychological and Personal-
ity Science2 found that people tend to 
become “kinder, more conscientious 
and agreeable with age.” Also, people 
as they age tend to become more in-
terested in the same easy-going char-
acteristics in a mate. Again, contrary 
to accepted wisdom, studies show that 
people don’t get more narrow-minded 
as they get older but, in fact, go in the 
opposite direction:  they show more 
tolerance of new ideas and more lib-
eral tendencies in their politics. This 
has always made perfect sense to 
me: older people are far less likely to 
“sweat the small stuff ” than youth – 
and what else is wisdom but precisely 
this ability? 

That painters and singers and writ-
ers can continue to produce master-
pieces into their 70s and 80s and even 
beyond is well-documented. Alfred 
Lord tennyson wrote his most se-
rene masterpiece,  “Crossing the Bar,” 
a poem that’s fatalistic and weightless 
at the same time, when he was 80; 
William Wordsworth composed the 
similar “how Beautiful the Queen of 
Night” when he was 76. francisco José 
Goya’s arguably most touching, forgiv-
ing work, Self-Portrait with Dr. Arrieta 
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 1Don’t be shocked – the eighth decade 
means I’m turning 70!

2 Claudia Brumbaugh et al, Social 
Psychological and Personality Science, 
2012; 0(2012)

3 Pennebaker, James W.; Stone, Lori 
D. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, Vol 85(2), Aug 2003, 291-301.
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Social Psychology, 71, 1092-11074 Chapter 24, May 2012
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(the medical man who had saved his 
life), was painted when he was 74. Our 
own poet-songster superstar Leonard 
Cohen, who turns 78 this September 
and recently won the $50,000 Glenn 
Gould Prize, released his latest and 
possibly finest album, Old Ideas, just 
this past year.

Add tO thiS evidence a theory 
of mine that it takes a certain time 
span as an artist of any sort, popular 
or “fine,” to achieve iconic status. Now 
that we actually inhabit Andy War-
hol’s future, where everyone 
is famous for 15 minutes, and 
the life cycle of celebrity can be 
as short as the news cycle, the 
chance for a new performer 
or creator to become an insti-
tution or for one of his or her 
creations to become a classic 
is greatly reduced. Not only, as 
per Malcolm Gladwell, does it 
take 10,000 hours to gain mas-
tery of a skill, but it may take 
about the same amount of time 
to gain enduring presence and 
deep fame. We see Meryl Streep 
continuing to win awards and 
the Rolling Stones continuing 
to tour. When it comes to fos-
tering greatness, our gang may 
still have an edge.

Still trolling for possibil-
ities, i came across another 
study called “Words of Wis-
dom: Language Use Over the Life 
Span.”3 The article described a study 
that examined how, with advancing 
age, language usage changed in 3,000  
“ordinary people” and in the works of 
10 eminent writers who had lived over 
the last 500 years. The study discov-
ered that as they get older, both writ-
ers and non-writers “use more positive 
and fewer negative affect words, use 
fewer self-references [less first per-
son], use more future-tense and fewer 
past-tense verbs and demonstrate  

a general pattern of increasing cogni-
tive complexity.”  

What is so arresting about the find-
ing isn’t just that it overturns a com-
mon stereotype of older people, 
specifically that we live in the past 
and are increasingly gloomy, it’s that 
this characterization of us as future-
oriented and optimistic and less self-
involved doesn’t mean we are better 
than our younger selves so much as 
different and uniquely impressive. And 
it struck me that in searching for some 
consolation in getting old, maybe we 

shouldn’t be scrambling to prove we 
can still compete with the younger set; 
we should be celebrating the new be-
ings we’re in the process of becoming. 

The more i think about this distinc-
tion, the more sense it makes. What 
does it mean to really improve with 
age, after all, if not to change? And 
what are we doing when we continu-
ally obsess about our ability to per-
form relative to youth, if not trying, 
sometimes sadly, to be young (see my 
recent chapter on cosmetic surgery).4 
Clinging to the same old way of keep-
ing score in life is like treading water 

because it’s the only stroke you know. 
in the end, it’s a mug’s game, about as 
successful as a 60-year-old trying to 
dress like a 16-year-old. More than 
any stage of life, more even than in-
fancy or adolescence, old age is a uni-
verse unto itself. And we, its citizens, 
are a species unto ourselves. “Old age 
is no place for sissies,” Bette davis 
once said, and she wasn’t wrong. But 
one thing we can do to make our stay 
more pleasant is to adopt a value sys-
tem that’s more forgiving of the new 
species we’ve become. 

A fASCiNAtiNG memory 
study done by Becca Levy, a 
professor of epidemiology and 
psychology at Yale,5 showed 
that older subjects, perhaps 
conditioned by our age-nega-
tive culture, are so suggestible 
to doubting their own cogni-
tive abilities that subliminally 
flashing age-negative words 
like “senile” on a computer 
screen is enough to dramatic-
ally reduce their scores on 
every memory test they subse-
quently take. in other words, as 
much as we might have become 
more easy-going with others in 
our mature years, there’s one 
group we’re not so easy on, and 
that’s ourselves; and it seems to 
me we need to give ourselves a 
break and start to see ourselves 

not as more or less but as equal and 
admirable in ourselves.  

What i haven’t yet mentioned in all 
this, of course, is that perhaps the 
most important thing of all that’s been 
getting better is lifespan itself. On 
average, we are today living 34 years 
longer than my great-grandparents’ 
generation. Sooner or later, the law of 
entropy will prevail, but with the one 
exception of the human Spirit. That 
means that the task of these golden 
Zoomer years is to finish finishing 
ourselves. 

hAviNG SO fAR SPeNt 25 chap-
ters in this Zoomer Philosophy deal-
ing mostly with the physical and 
social challenges of aging, i decided, 
in thinking about Chapter 26, that 
i would try again to write about the 
good things that happen to us as we 
get older. i myself am about to enter 
my eighth decade1 and, touch wood, 
feel not much different and perform 
not much differently than i did 10 or 
even 20 years ago, except that i know 
that i am that much closer to some 
kind of end and, likely, some difficulty 
and pain en route to it. Mostly, i’m 
conscious of all the people around me 
moaning and/or joking about it, so i 
thought i’d try to make them feel bet-
ter and began by typing into Google: 
“What things improve with age?” 
The first answer that came up was: 
“cheese.” Going down the page, i also 
came across: violins, guitars, really 
good boots, meerschaum pipes, Chi-
nese zisah teapots, cast iron skillets, 
most of the plant life in your garden 
and red wine. to that list, and on the 
basis of nothing more than my own 
experience, i added taste and smell 
(hated caviar and blue cheese when 
i was in my teens, 20s, 30s, though i 
appreciate them now, very occasion-
ally, as novelties, when i’m offered 
them at fancy parties). And, of course, 
only the best things are cherished and 
preserved long enough to become an-
tiques.  

But it was only toward the bottom of 

that search that i found what i thought 
i was looking for, in the sense of things 
that improve in our own lives as we 
grow older. They included wisdom, 
life stories, body image, grandkids, 
the love and appreciation of others, 
fido and fluffy; and to which i would 
add perspective, a sense of the cycle 
in things, a sense of mastery of one’s 
profession or art, even serenity. Great 
stuff, but is it sufficient to counter what 
the great poet and my teacher irving 
Layton once called “the inescapable 
lousiness of growing old”?   

One promising place to look, i 
thought, was back on the Zoomer 
Philosophy chapters wherein i had 
chronicled the dramatically improved 
modern prospects for our aging 
senses. These chapters were filled with 
examples of advances in technology 
and medicine that can now success-
fully slow the effects of time on what 
we can see and hear, even how fast we 
can run or swim. But as encouraging 
as these breakthroughs were, i real-
ized, they were aimed at minimizing 
decline, not reversing it. 

WeLL, ALL RiGht, i thought, i’ll 
just have to find new evidence: the 
Nobel Prize phenomenon, for ex-
ample. it turns out that since 1901, 
when the first prizes were given out, 
the average age of winners has risen 
steadily. in the first decade of the 
20th century, for instance, the aver-
age physics winner was just over 52 
years old; by the first decade of the 
21st century, the average physics win-
ner was just under 68, a jump of nearly 
16 years.   eureka, we get smarter as 
we get older! But not so fast. in 1965, 
the flamboyant scientist-cum-bongo 
drummer, Richard feynman, a phys-
ics winner that year at age 47, had in-
directly predicted that with so many of 
the great discoveries already made, the 

age of science winners was bound to 
rise because the number of fundamen-
tal laws of nature left to discover was 
shrinking and the Nobel committee 
would have to look farther and harder 
to find “big” achievements. 

With hARd SCieNCe a question 
mark as an improvement candidate, 
i turned to social science. Contrary 
to the stereotype, studies show that 
people do not get crankier as they 
get older but less cranky. A paper 
published just this year in the jour-
nal Social Psychological and Personal-
ity Science2 found that people tend to 
become “kinder, more conscientious 
and agreeable with age.” Also, people 
as they age tend to become more in-
terested in the same easy-going char-
acteristics in a mate. Again, contrary 
to accepted wisdom, studies show that 
people don’t get more narrow-minded 
as they get older but, in fact, go in the 
opposite direction:  they show more 
tolerance of new ideas and more lib-
eral tendencies in their politics. This 
has always made perfect sense to 
me: older people are far less likely to 
“sweat the small stuff ” than youth – 
and what else is wisdom but precisely 
this ability? 

That painters and singers and writ-
ers can continue to produce master-
pieces into their 70s and 80s and even 
beyond is well-documented. Alfred 
Lord tennyson wrote his most se-
rene masterpiece,  “Crossing the Bar,” 
a poem that’s fatalistic and weightless 
at the same time, when he was 80; 
William Wordsworth composed the 
similar “how Beautiful the Queen of 
Night” when he was 76. francisco José 
Goya’s arguably most touching, forgiv-
ing work, Self-Portrait with Dr. Arrieta 
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 1Don’t be shocked – the eighth decade 
means I’m turning 70!
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time – today’s younger generations 
have, generally speaking, experienced 
precisely the opposite of suffering. 
With their boomer parents providing 
the perks, the kids of Gen X and Y 
have grown up in larger homes (1,000 
square foot average in 1970 compared 
to 2,250 square foot average in 2006) 
with fancier cars, more vacations, 
more extracurricular classes and more 
big-ticket electronic toys than their 
parents ever did. They were pampered 
and protected and, worse, told 
that they deserved to have 
nothing but good things hap-
pen to them, simply by dint 
of existing at this time and 
place. And none of this was of 
their doing but ours! The great 
irony of the boomers as par-
ents is that we’ve deprived our 
kids in the very act of spoil-
ing them. We’ve denied them 
the school of hard knocks, the 
learning and the skills that 
come from hardship. Every-
body’s who’s ever achieved 
anything has had to overcome 
obstacles. But boomer parents 
infantilized their children by 
not allowing them to play in 
the dirt. This isn’t just a meta-
phor. According to a recent 
article in the New York Times 
by Jeff D. Leach, a science and 
archeology writer, there is 
increasing evidence from controlled 
studies that “the alarming rise in al-
lergic and autoimmune disorders dur- 
ing the past few decades is at least 
partly attributable to our lack of ex-
posure to microorganisms that once 
covered our food and us.” If we were 
to reintroduce dirt into our life-
style, the research he cites suggests 
we would see a reduction in, among 
other diseases, diabetes, inflammatory 
bowel disease, multiple sclerosis and 
several allergic syndromes. In other 
words, hurdles and setbacks in life are  
the helpful germs of which we’ve de-
prived the kids.

Growing up, in addition to putting 

in long days at school, I was variously a 
busboy in a nightclub, made deliveries 
for a drugstore, set pins in a bowling 
alley and tutored the not-so-bright 
offspring of the higher bourgeoisie. 
Of course, I had the huge advantage 
of having to do it. The distraction of 
choice was something I just couldn’t 
afford. Actually, it might have harmed 
me. That’s why I say cherish your chal-
lenges: it’s in your response to them 
that you will define yourself. And 

so, in that sense, you could say that  
we boomers aren’t so much holier  
than thou as, maybe, luckier than  
thou. Many of the things that are or-
dinarily seen as deficits turn out to be 
pluses; the extra grit that makes the 
pearl. In contrast, apparently some 
boomer parents drove their stu-
dent children to the protests because  
they’ve always driven their kids every-
where and, after all, they’re the ones 
who will  be footing the bill. If true, 
that story says it all.

DOEs thIs MEAn I think there’s 
no hope for the next waves? Of course 
not! There is good wine in every gen-

eration. And, in a way it might be said 
that, finally now, in these confronta-
tional actions like school strike and 
Occupy, they are getting their version 
of a baptism of fire. Ironically, some of 
those marching in Montreal will find 
that very experience to be the chal-
lenge that’s formative in their lives, 
that turns out to be fundamental to 
what they become. Undoubtedly, a 
couple of them will emerge as union 
leaders and politicians.

My dad, Aaron Znaimer, was 
born just in time and in just the 
right (which is to say, wrong) 
place (Eastern Europe) to catch 
the tail end of the First World 
War, the full flood of the second, 
the Depression and crazy anti-
semitism and mass slaughter in 
between. Once in this country, 
with its many peaceful marvels 
and neuroses, he used to say in 
Yiddish: “Fin gitkeit, cricht min 
a crenk” – roughly, “from too 
much good, you get cuckoo 
in the head.” sixty years later, 
tomasz Bugajski, the U of t 
history student who wrote the 
article I mentioned above, put it 
a slightly different way:

 
“Not only is what we pay for our 
education a fair deal, it’s also pos-
sible (believe it or not) to find a 
benefit to fees. My parents paid 

my entire first-year tuition. But as an 
immature 18-year-old, I neglected 
my school work and even failed a few 
courses. To my surprise, my mother 
announced that she wanted me to pay 
her back for the classes I failed, which 
I eventually did but only after a gruel-
ling three years of working numerous 
minimum-wage jobs. When I returned 
to school, five years after my initial for-
ay, I had a much stronger sense of the 
value of my education and I succeeded 
for the first time. Had I not felt the cost 
of my studies, I’m not sure I would have 
learned the same lesson.”

DAD couldn’t have said it any better. 
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EvEr sIncE students in Quebec 
began protesting – and ultimately riot-
ing – about the Liberal government’s 
plan to raise university tuition in that 
province by what was then supposed 
to be $325 a year over five years (and is 
now $254 over seven), I’ve been want-
ing to write about it. But I’ve also been 
leery of taking the plunge, lest I appear 
the classic Old Fogey bemoaning the 
failings of the younger generations. 
(“O tempora! O mores!”1 proclaimed 
cicero, the great roman philosopher 
and orator two millennia ago – a time 
when age was respected, in contrast to 
the infatuation with youth our culture 
has experienced ever since the end of 
the second World War.)

But I figure I have a couple of pieces 
of street “cred” that entitle me to be 
critical in this case: 1. I created a num-
ber of youth-oriented tv channels in 
the past, such as citytv, MuchMusic 
and space, to name a few; 2. I don’t 
intend to implicate only the students 
for the spectacle in Montreal; a good 
deal of the responsibility rests with us 
– and by us, I mean our demographic; 
3. I’ve spent most of my life going up 
against authority and conventional 
wisdom, so I would actually love to 
be able to join the kids in their protest 
and feel good about it …

But enough tap dancing! For me, 
the enduring mystery of student fi-
nance is that there’s always enough for 
an ounce of grass (or a case of beer) 

– and, amazingly enough, an ounce 
of good-quality canadian hydroponic 
these days comes to just about $325 
(plus or minus a bit). Lots of kids buy 
a case a week and an ounce a month, 
so what’s the big deal with an ex-
tra $325 a year, especially when you 
consider that, even with the increase, 
Quebec’s undergraduate tuition will 
still be among the lowest in the coun-
try. so, this does not seem to me like 
a great sacrifice to make for what is, 
after all, your future. If that education, 
if that future is not worth one month’s 
marijuana or beer, then perhaps they 
shouldn’t be there.

Of course, there are plenty of stu-
dents for whom $325 is a serious 
amount of money and who don’t in-
dulge in recreational substances. But 
what concerns me more is the case 
the student faction tries to make when 
someone points out that while any in-
crease in the cost of educational servi-
ces may be regrettable, there’s also no 
doubt that Quebec’s increases are long 
overdue and unavoidable. to which 
the students respond: “It’s easy for you 
boomers to say we should pay more, 
because when you were at university 
in the ’60s and ’70s, you had it much 
easier, both in terms of how much less 
it cost to go to school and how much 
better your prospects for employment 
were then than ours are today.” 

While I’m willing to concede the 
second of their two arguments about 
tougher job prospects today (though 
the unpaid internship was not un-
known in my day, indeed all through 
history; it was called apprenticeship), 
the claim that we paid less tuition is 
sketchier. A year of undergraduate 
classes at the University of toronto  
in 1970 ran $550. Adjusted for in-
flation, that figure would today be 
$5,500. In this summer’s edition of 
U of T Magazine, in an article called 

“tuition Is Fair,” tomasz Bugajski,  a 
fourth-year history major, notes that 
his tuition for the past year was 
$5,787.29, which he considers “rea-
sonable and balanced,” especially 
compared to university fees in other 
countries. he urges the school’s stu-
dent union (UtsU) to stop spending 
so much time “arguing for free tuition” 
and to concentrate on more realistic 
campaigns, like lobbying “the admin-
istration to create … more opportun-
ities to work or study abroad.”

Even if we accept that today’s col-
lege students have a slightly tougher 
row to hoe than we did, so what? At 
every stage of human history, differ-
ent generations graduate into varying 
economic and social conditions. One 
generation might come of working age 
in an ascending economy, but just as 
they get a toehold in their professions, 
suddenly there’s a recession. Another 
might graduate into a weak economy 
but catch on just as the economy is 
strengthening. nobody is born into a 
booming economy that sustains itself 
without interruption for 20, let alone 
40 or 50 years. For those of us weaned 
in the booming ’60s, there were hic-
cups, and recessions in the ’70s, ’80s 
and ’90s, some of which, financially, 
were truly bleak. not to mention the 
unique social pressures our generation 
faced. Yes, we grew up at a time when 
business was thriving but we were also 
the first to grow up in the shadow of 
the atom and hydrogen bombs. Is 
there an equivalent in canada today to 
taking part in a nuclear air-raid drill in 
elementary school?  

thErE’s YEt another reason why 
the plaint “We’re suffering more than 
any previous generation” rings hol-
low. That’s because until this point in 
their lives – university tuition-paying 
time and post-graduation job-hunting 
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time – today’s younger generations 
have, generally speaking, experienced 
precisely the opposite of suffering. 
With their boomer parents providing 
the perks, the kids of Gen X and Y 
have grown up in larger homes (1,000 
square foot average in 1970 compared 
to 2,250 square foot average in 2006) 
with fancier cars, more vacations, 
more extracurricular classes and more 
big-ticket electronic toys than their 
parents ever did. They were pampered 
and protected and, worse, told 
that they deserved to have 
nothing but good things hap-
pen to them, simply by dint 
of existing at this time and 
place. And none of this was of 
their doing but ours! The great 
irony of the boomers as par-
ents is that we’ve deprived our 
kids in the very act of spoil-
ing them. We’ve denied them 
the school of hard knocks, the 
learning and the skills that 
come from hardship. Every-
body’s who’s ever achieved 
anything has had to overcome 
obstacles. But boomer parents 
infantilized their children by 
not allowing them to play in 
the dirt. This isn’t just a meta-
phor. According to a recent 
article in the New York Times 
by Jeff D. Leach, a science and 
archeology writer, there is 
increasing evidence from controlled 
studies that “the alarming rise in al-
lergic and autoimmune disorders dur- 
ing the past few decades is at least 
partly attributable to our lack of ex-
posure to microorganisms that once 
covered our food and us.” If we were 
to reintroduce dirt into our life-
style, the research he cites suggests 
we would see a reduction in, among 
other diseases, diabetes, inflammatory 
bowel disease, multiple sclerosis and 
several allergic syndromes. In other 
words, hurdles and setbacks in life are  
the helpful germs of which we’ve de-
prived the kids.

Growing up, in addition to putting 

in long days at school, I was variously a 
busboy in a nightclub, made deliveries 
for a drugstore, set pins in a bowling 
alley and tutored the not-so-bright 
offspring of the higher bourgeoisie. 
Of course, I had the huge advantage 
of having to do it. The distraction of 
choice was something I just couldn’t 
afford. Actually, it might have harmed 
me. That’s why I say cherish your chal-
lenges: it’s in your response to them 
that you will define yourself. And 

so, in that sense, you could say that  
we boomers aren’t so much holier  
than thou as, maybe, luckier than  
thou. Many of the things that are or-
dinarily seen as deficits turn out to be 
pluses; the extra grit that makes the 
pearl. In contrast, apparently some 
boomer parents drove their stu-
dent children to the protests because  
they’ve always driven their kids every-
where and, after all, they’re the ones 
who will  be footing the bill. If true, 
that story says it all.

DOEs thIs MEAn I think there’s 
no hope for the next waves? Of course 
not! There is good wine in every gen-

eration. And, in a way it might be said 
that, finally now, in these confronta-
tional actions like school strike and 
Occupy, they are getting their version 
of a baptism of fire. Ironically, some of 
those marching in Montreal will find 
that very experience to be the chal-
lenge that’s formative in their lives, 
that turns out to be fundamental to 
what they become. Undoubtedly, a 
couple of them will emerge as union 
leaders and politicians.

My dad, Aaron Znaimer, was 
born just in time and in just the 
right (which is to say, wrong) 
place (Eastern Europe) to catch 
the tail end of the First World 
War, the full flood of the second, 
the Depression and crazy anti-
semitism and mass slaughter in 
between. Once in this country, 
with its many peaceful marvels 
and neuroses, he used to say in 
Yiddish: “Fin gitkeit, cricht min 
a crenk” – roughly, “from too 
much good, you get cuckoo 
in the head.” sixty years later, 
tomasz Bugajski, the U of t 
history student who wrote the 
article I mentioned above, put it 
a slightly different way:

 
“Not only is what we pay for our 
education a fair deal, it’s also pos-
sible (believe it or not) to find a 
benefit to fees. My parents paid 

my entire first-year tuition. But as an 
immature 18-year-old, I neglected 
my school work and even failed a few 
courses. To my surprise, my mother 
announced that she wanted me to pay 
her back for the classes I failed, which 
I eventually did but only after a gruel-
ling three years of working numerous 
minimum-wage jobs. When I returned 
to school, five years after my initial for-
ay, I had a much stronger sense of the 
value of my education and I succeeded 
for the first time. Had I not felt the cost 
of my studies, I’m not sure I would have 
learned the same lesson.”

DAD couldn’t have said it any better. 
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EvEr sIncE students in Quebec 
began protesting – and ultimately riot-
ing – about the Liberal government’s 
plan to raise university tuition in that 
province by what was then supposed 
to be $325 a year over five years (and is 
now $254 over seven), I’ve been want-
ing to write about it. But I’ve also been 
leery of taking the plunge, lest I appear 
the classic Old Fogey bemoaning the 
failings of the younger generations. 
(“O tempora! O mores!”1 proclaimed 
cicero, the great roman philosopher 
and orator two millennia ago – a time 
when age was respected, in contrast to 
the infatuation with youth our culture 
has experienced ever since the end of 
the second World War.)

But I figure I have a couple of pieces 
of street “cred” that entitle me to be 
critical in this case: 1. I created a num-
ber of youth-oriented tv channels in 
the past, such as citytv, MuchMusic 
and space, to name a few; 2. I don’t 
intend to implicate only the students 
for the spectacle in Montreal; a good 
deal of the responsibility rests with us 
– and by us, I mean our demographic; 
3. I’ve spent most of my life going up 
against authority and conventional 
wisdom, so I would actually love to 
be able to join the kids in their protest 
and feel good about it …

But enough tap dancing! For me, 
the enduring mystery of student fi-
nance is that there’s always enough for 
an ounce of grass (or a case of beer) 

– and, amazingly enough, an ounce 
of good-quality canadian hydroponic 
these days comes to just about $325 
(plus or minus a bit). Lots of kids buy 
a case a week and an ounce a month, 
so what’s the big deal with an ex-
tra $325 a year, especially when you 
consider that, even with the increase, 
Quebec’s undergraduate tuition will 
still be among the lowest in the coun-
try. so, this does not seem to me like 
a great sacrifice to make for what is, 
after all, your future. If that education, 
if that future is not worth one month’s 
marijuana or beer, then perhaps they 
shouldn’t be there.

Of course, there are plenty of stu-
dents for whom $325 is a serious 
amount of money and who don’t in-
dulge in recreational substances. But 
what concerns me more is the case 
the student faction tries to make when 
someone points out that while any in-
crease in the cost of educational servi-
ces may be regrettable, there’s also no 
doubt that Quebec’s increases are long 
overdue and unavoidable. to which 
the students respond: “It’s easy for you 
boomers to say we should pay more, 
because when you were at university 
in the ’60s and ’70s, you had it much 
easier, both in terms of how much less 
it cost to go to school and how much 
better your prospects for employment 
were then than ours are today.” 

While I’m willing to concede the 
second of their two arguments about 
tougher job prospects today (though 
the unpaid internship was not un-
known in my day, indeed all through 
history; it was called apprenticeship), 
the claim that we paid less tuition is 
sketchier. A year of undergraduate 
classes at the University of toronto  
in 1970 ran $550. Adjusted for in-
flation, that figure would today be 
$5,500. In this summer’s edition of 
U of T Magazine, in an article called 

“tuition Is Fair,” tomasz Bugajski,  a 
fourth-year history major, notes that 
his tuition for the past year was 
$5,787.29, which he considers “rea-
sonable and balanced,” especially 
compared to university fees in other 
countries. he urges the school’s stu-
dent union (UtsU) to stop spending 
so much time “arguing for free tuition” 
and to concentrate on more realistic 
campaigns, like lobbying “the admin-
istration to create … more opportun-
ities to work or study abroad.”

Even if we accept that today’s col-
lege students have a slightly tougher 
row to hoe than we did, so what? At 
every stage of human history, differ-
ent generations graduate into varying 
economic and social conditions. One 
generation might come of working age 
in an ascending economy, but just as 
they get a toehold in their professions, 
suddenly there’s a recession. Another 
might graduate into a weak economy 
but catch on just as the economy is 
strengthening. nobody is born into a 
booming economy that sustains itself 
without interruption for 20, let alone 
40 or 50 years. For those of us weaned 
in the booming ’60s, there were hic-
cups, and recessions in the ’70s, ’80s 
and ’90s, some of which, financially, 
were truly bleak. not to mention the 
unique social pressures our generation 
faced. Yes, we grew up at a time when 
business was thriving but we were also 
the first to grow up in the shadow of 
the atom and hydrogen bombs. Is 
there an equivalent in canada today to 
taking part in a nuclear air-raid drill in 
elementary school?  

thErE’s YEt another reason why 
the plaint “We’re suffering more than 
any previous generation” rings hol-
low. That’s because until this point in 
their lives – university tuition-paying 
time and post-graduation job-hunting 
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have died within four to six weeks. 
The ECT saved them.” And converted 
the anesthetist.

COST IS another popular excuse for 
neglecting geriatrics; the funding for 
special new programs, it’s argued, will 
just put more pressure on an already 
strained system. In fact, investing in 
geriatrics in advance of the tsunami 
might be the best remedy because it 
directs patients to a more affordable 
and efficient level of care. Vancouver 
General Hospital recently introduced 
an acute geriatric unit for people over 
75. Patients treated in the unit have 
shorter average stays in hospital and 
recover quicker.

The other half of the cost equation, 
though – what doctors get paid – may 
be the real monkey wrench. 
Geriatricians first have to spe-
cialize in internal medicine – a 
four-year stint after graduation 
– then take a further two years 
to subspecialize in geriatrics. 
The average annual salary for a 
general internist in Canada is 
about $297,000 (before over-
head and other deductions). 
However, most geriatricians, 
despite having more training, 
make much less than this be-
cause only seven per cent of 
them receive the bulk of their 
income from the most lucrative med-
ical source in Canada: fee for service. 
Geriatricians tend to be on fixed sal-
ary or service contracts (at hospitals, 
retirement facilities or as consultants). 
By contrast, 75 per cent of derma-
tologists reap most of their pay from 
fee-for-service, with a resulting year-
ly average of between $350,000 and 
$400,000. Ophthalmologists, whose 
training takes roughly as long as geria-
tricians, clock in at about $500,000 
yearly. “Medical residents,” says Gold-
list, “know the average income of 
specialists and subspecialists down to 
the penny. It’s not that they don’t like 
geriatrics but they may like another 
specialty equally and choose that one 
because it pays better.” 

So why, you may ask, would any 
young person go into gerontology 
or geriatrics? Daniela Friedman is a 
33-year-old Canadian-born academic, 
now assistant professor in the depart-
ment of health promotion, education 
and behaviour (specifically for older 
people) at the University of South 
Carolina. Her original goal was to be-
come a geriatric psychiatrist (shades 
of my godson!), but she settled on a 
PhD in health studies and gerontology 
at the University of Waterloo before 
making her move to the States. 

“My main influences growing up,” 
she explains, “were septuagenarians – 
my grandmother who lived with us for 
many years until she became too frail 
to be without full-time medical care; 
and the pipe-smoking music teacher I 

visited once a week through my form-
ative years. They were two of my big-
gest role models and mentors.” None 
of this might have mattered, though, 
if Friedman hadn’t also started volun-
teering as a teenager at Baycrest in To-
ronto, singing and playing the violin 
for aging residents there. Previously 
in this space, I’ve written about the 
uncanny bonds that develop between 
children and seniors they visit in re-
tirement communities and the unique 
young-old symbiosis that occurs dur-
ing these intergenerational meetings.

It strikes me that this rapport might 
be a key factor in persuading more 
young medical students to consider 
the geriatric option. They may al-
ready be emotionally attuned to the 

specialty because they’re already at-
tuned to us. They just don’t know it 
yet. It’s our job to reach out to them 
and pitch ourselves as an interesting, 
rewarding demographic of patients. 
In return for their treatment, we have  
wisdom and patience and a perspec-
tive on life (and sense of humour) 
to offer. Our activism shouldn’t stop 
there. “I commend the mobilization 
of seniors to help us [geriatricians] in 
both our remuneration-recruitment 
and in our academic-education en-
deavours,” Powell writes. “Seniors can 
do what we cannot do. They can tell 
provincial departments of health that 
they need geriatricians … they can 
say to deans of medical schools, ‘What 
are you teaching medical students and 
doctors-in-training about us?’ ”

THE TASK is not impossible. 
In Sweden, with a population 
of only nine million, there 
are 500 geriatricians. (Canada 
would require 1,800 geriatri-
cians to match on a per cap-
ita basis.) Britain has as many 
geriatricians as cardiologists, 
and their salaries are the same. 
Even in wage equity-loathing 
America, geriatricians (who 
have organized as a specialty 
separate from internists) do 
better than here. So, there is 

hope. Where our generation settles, 
business can’t be far behind. “When 
I tell other young people what my 
field of study is,” says Friedman, “they 
give me a look like I’m Mother Ther-
esa. When I tell baby boomers about 
it, meanwhile, they tell me, ‘There’s a 
lot money in that field.’  Then they list 
their medical maladies.” 

I plan to point this out to my godson 
– who, despite my eloquence, became 
an emergency physician – the next 
time I talk to him. I’ll encourage him 
to look at geriatrics again. “No one  
has yet written the Dr. Spock for 
Zoomers,” I’ll say. My godson hap-
pens to be married to a pediatrician. 
But there may be hope for him still – 
and for us. 
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I HAVE A GODSON whom I like a 
lot, with whom I’m close and whose 
career I’ve followed with great, if not 
always selfless, interest. When in uni-
versity his direction first turned to 
medicine, I was positively elated at the 
thought of a doctor in the family. For a 
while though, he thought he might be-
come a psychiatrist, like his dad. Hor-
rified, I sat him down and said: “Listen, 
the chances of me flipping my lid one 
day are pretty slim but the chances of 
me dying from some horriblo-gastro-
interno stress-related something or 
other is probably pretty high, so if 
you’d like to have someone pay for 
your car and gas while you’re at med 
school tooling back and forth between 
Montreal and Toronto, why not learn 
something practical?” 

Whether it was my subtle bribe that 
was the deciding factor (or the girl-
friend back home), he did eventually 
pass on psychiatry. At which point I 
pounced and made my big pitch, my 
personal recreation of that famous 
scene in the movie The Graduate, 
where the middle-aged guy corners 
Dustin Hoffman at a cocktail party 
and gives him the big tip: plastics as 
the new sure-fire career choice. My 
version of plastics? Geriatrics! This, I 
told my godson, was the coming bon-
anza of medical specialties. I plied him 
with boomer demographics, the grow-
ing market, the inevitable demand 
soon to explode. Of course, I added in 
passing, I would, ahem, expect some 

special personal care when my time 
came. My presentation, I don’t mind 
saying, was truly impressive.

I bring up this story not just to give 
you a laugh (hopefully) but to high-
light a situation that affects us all in 
a more serious and far-reaching way. 
This is the strangely neglected state of 
geriatric medicine in Canada. We hear 
endlessly about the health-care crisis 
our demographic will shortly inflict 
on society by flooding doctors’ offices 
and nursing homes and hospitals in 
record numbers and bankrupting the 
nation. But, if that’s so, how come no 
one mentions the concomitant and 
alarming shortage of medical person-
nel trained in the treatment of that 
coming flood? 

According to the most recent Can-
adian Medical Association (CMA) 
count of physicians by specialty, there 
are currently 2,372 pediatricians prac-
tising in Canada – and 230 geriatri-
cians. This is a ratio of 10 to one in 
favour of kids. The 2011 Canadian 
census records that there are 7,785,480 
Canadians 19 years of age and young-
er, and 4,945,055 Canadians 65 years 
of age and older. This means that for 
every pediatrician, there are about 
3,000 potential patients; but for every 
geriatrician, about 21,000 potential 
patients. I asked Dr. Barry Goldlist, 
a University of Toronto professor of 
medicine, the head of geriatric servi-
ces at the University Health Network 
and past-president of the Canadian 
Geriatrics Society, how many new 
geriatricians Canada’s medical schools 
graduate every year? Approximately 
nine, he says.

How did this happen? The most 
generous explanation is social lag, 
with the medical profession mimick-
ing the ad industry in being woefully 
slow to adjust to the fact that the huge 
boomer generation is no longer hav-
ing children and is, in fact, aging. But 

the blame also rests with public per-
ception of the two specialties. 

The first perception is the obvious 
one: babies are cute and generally smell 
nice. Old people can be fading, cranky 
and malodorous. Who wouldn’t enjoy 
treating babies (and youth in general) 
more? Well, geriatricians. In a 2006 
national physician survey published 
by the CMA, allergists and immun-
ologists reported being happiest with 
their profession; geriatricians were 
second. “It’s a fascinating field,” says 
Goldlist, “and you can make a huge 
difference in people’s lives.”

Just how huge a difference is the 
passion of Dr. Colin Powell – not 
that U.S. Gen. Colin Powell – but the 
member of the CARP Advisory Board 
who works in University of Calgary’s 
geriatric division. Powell thinks that 
neglect of geriatrics is largely the re-
sult of ageist misconceptions. “One 
problem for doctors in treating older 
people is that we see somebody older 
and in trouble in front of us, and we 
automatically wonder, ‘Is that going to 
be my own old age?’ ” Physicians also 
invoke the bang-for-the-buck argu-
ment. “A doctor will look at an elderly 
patient and think, ‘If she’s 82, why 
bother? I can’t make her 28 again. If 
her problem really is age, it’s irrevers-
ible and untreatable.’ ” Which, insists 
Powell, is not always true. An anes-
thesiologist he knew once thought the 
practice of sending elderly depressed 
patients for electroconvulsive therapy 
(ECT) was wrong-headed because the 
procedure took up an hour of oper-
ating room time. “ ‘Six OR hours for 
ECT for these people,’ said the anes-
thetist, ‘is the same as a pump case [a 
cardiac bypass]. Is it really worth it?’ ” 
Powell got the anesthetist to come to 
the next scheduled ECT and watch the 
results. “These were people who were 
changed profoundly. Many weren’t 
eating and, without treatment, would 
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have died within four to six weeks. 
The ECT saved them.” And converted 
the anesthetist.

COST IS another popular excuse for 
neglecting geriatrics; the funding for 
special new programs, it’s argued, will 
just put more pressure on an already 
strained system. In fact, investing in 
geriatrics in advance of the tsunami 
might be the best remedy because it 
directs patients to a more affordable 
and efficient level of care. Vancouver 
General Hospital recently introduced 
an acute geriatric unit for people over 
75. Patients treated in the unit have 
shorter average stays in hospital and 
recover quicker.

The other half of the cost equation, 
though – what doctors get paid – may 
be the real monkey wrench. 
Geriatricians first have to spe-
cialize in internal medicine – a 
four-year stint after graduation 
– then take a further two years 
to subspecialize in geriatrics. 
The average annual salary for a 
general internist in Canada is 
about $297,000 (before over-
head and other deductions). 
However, most geriatricians, 
despite having more training, 
make much less than this be-
cause only seven per cent of 
them receive the bulk of their 
income from the most lucrative med-
ical source in Canada: fee for service. 
Geriatricians tend to be on fixed sal-
ary or service contracts (at hospitals, 
retirement facilities or as consultants). 
By contrast, 75 per cent of derma-
tologists reap most of their pay from 
fee-for-service, with a resulting year-
ly average of between $350,000 and 
$400,000. Ophthalmologists, whose 
training takes roughly as long as geria-
tricians, clock in at about $500,000 
yearly. “Medical residents,” says Gold-
list, “know the average income of 
specialists and subspecialists down to 
the penny. It’s not that they don’t like 
geriatrics but they may like another 
specialty equally and choose that one 
because it pays better.” 

So why, you may ask, would any 
young person go into gerontology 
or geriatrics? Daniela Friedman is a 
33-year-old Canadian-born academic, 
now assistant professor in the depart-
ment of health promotion, education 
and behaviour (specifically for older 
people) at the University of South 
Carolina. Her original goal was to be-
come a geriatric psychiatrist (shades 
of my godson!), but she settled on a 
PhD in health studies and gerontology 
at the University of Waterloo before 
making her move to the States. 

“My main influences growing up,” 
she explains, “were septuagenarians – 
my grandmother who lived with us for 
many years until she became too frail 
to be without full-time medical care; 
and the pipe-smoking music teacher I 

visited once a week through my form-
ative years. They were two of my big-
gest role models and mentors.” None 
of this might have mattered, though, 
if Friedman hadn’t also started volun-
teering as a teenager at Baycrest in To-
ronto, singing and playing the violin 
for aging residents there. Previously 
in this space, I’ve written about the 
uncanny bonds that develop between 
children and seniors they visit in re-
tirement communities and the unique 
young-old symbiosis that occurs dur-
ing these intergenerational meetings.

It strikes me that this rapport might 
be a key factor in persuading more 
young medical students to consider 
the geriatric option. They may al-
ready be emotionally attuned to the 

specialty because they’re already at-
tuned to us. They just don’t know it 
yet. It’s our job to reach out to them 
and pitch ourselves as an interesting, 
rewarding demographic of patients. 
In return for their treatment, we have  
wisdom and patience and a perspec-
tive on life (and sense of humour) 
to offer. Our activism shouldn’t stop 
there. “I commend the mobilization 
of seniors to help us [geriatricians] in 
both our remuneration-recruitment 
and in our academic-education en-
deavours,” Powell writes. “Seniors can 
do what we cannot do. They can tell 
provincial departments of health that 
they need geriatricians … they can 
say to deans of medical schools, ‘What 
are you teaching medical students and 
doctors-in-training about us?’ ”

THE TASK is not impossible. 
In Sweden, with a population 
of only nine million, there 
are 500 geriatricians. (Canada 
would require 1,800 geriatri-
cians to match on a per cap-
ita basis.) Britain has as many 
geriatricians as cardiologists, 
and their salaries are the same. 
Even in wage equity-loathing 
America, geriatricians (who 
have organized as a specialty 
separate from internists) do 
better than here. So, there is 

hope. Where our generation settles, 
business can’t be far behind. “When 
I tell other young people what my 
field of study is,” says Friedman, “they 
give me a look like I’m Mother Ther-
esa. When I tell baby boomers about 
it, meanwhile, they tell me, ‘There’s a 
lot money in that field.’  Then they list 
their medical maladies.” 

I plan to point this out to my godson 
– who, despite my eloquence, became 
an emergency physician – the next 
time I talk to him. I’ll encourage him 
to look at geriatrics again. “No one  
has yet written the Dr. Spock for 
Zoomers,” I’ll say. My godson hap-
pens to be married to a pediatrician. 
But there may be hope for him still – 
and for us. 
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I HAVE A GODSON whom I like a 
lot, with whom I’m close and whose 
career I’ve followed with great, if not 
always selfless, interest. When in uni-
versity his direction first turned to 
medicine, I was positively elated at the 
thought of a doctor in the family. For a 
while though, he thought he might be-
come a psychiatrist, like his dad. Hor-
rified, I sat him down and said: “Listen, 
the chances of me flipping my lid one 
day are pretty slim but the chances of 
me dying from some horriblo-gastro-
interno stress-related something or 
other is probably pretty high, so if 
you’d like to have someone pay for 
your car and gas while you’re at med 
school tooling back and forth between 
Montreal and Toronto, why not learn 
something practical?” 

Whether it was my subtle bribe that 
was the deciding factor (or the girl-
friend back home), he did eventually 
pass on psychiatry. At which point I 
pounced and made my big pitch, my 
personal recreation of that famous 
scene in the movie The Graduate, 
where the middle-aged guy corners 
Dustin Hoffman at a cocktail party 
and gives him the big tip: plastics as 
the new sure-fire career choice. My 
version of plastics? Geriatrics! This, I 
told my godson, was the coming bon-
anza of medical specialties. I plied him 
with boomer demographics, the grow-
ing market, the inevitable demand 
soon to explode. Of course, I added in 
passing, I would, ahem, expect some 

special personal care when my time 
came. My presentation, I don’t mind 
saying, was truly impressive.

I bring up this story not just to give 
you a laugh (hopefully) but to high-
light a situation that affects us all in 
a more serious and far-reaching way. 
This is the strangely neglected state of 
geriatric medicine in Canada. We hear 
endlessly about the health-care crisis 
our demographic will shortly inflict 
on society by flooding doctors’ offices 
and nursing homes and hospitals in 
record numbers and bankrupting the 
nation. But, if that’s so, how come no 
one mentions the concomitant and 
alarming shortage of medical person-
nel trained in the treatment of that 
coming flood? 

According to the most recent Can-
adian Medical Association (CMA) 
count of physicians by specialty, there 
are currently 2,372 pediatricians prac-
tising in Canada – and 230 geriatri-
cians. This is a ratio of 10 to one in 
favour of kids. The 2011 Canadian 
census records that there are 7,785,480 
Canadians 19 years of age and young-
er, and 4,945,055 Canadians 65 years 
of age and older. This means that for 
every pediatrician, there are about 
3,000 potential patients; but for every 
geriatrician, about 21,000 potential 
patients. I asked Dr. Barry Goldlist, 
a University of Toronto professor of 
medicine, the head of geriatric servi-
ces at the University Health Network 
and past-president of the Canadian 
Geriatrics Society, how many new 
geriatricians Canada’s medical schools 
graduate every year? Approximately 
nine, he says.

How did this happen? The most 
generous explanation is social lag, 
with the medical profession mimick-
ing the ad industry in being woefully 
slow to adjust to the fact that the huge 
boomer generation is no longer hav-
ing children and is, in fact, aging. But 

the blame also rests with public per-
ception of the two specialties. 

The first perception is the obvious 
one: babies are cute and generally smell 
nice. Old people can be fading, cranky 
and malodorous. Who wouldn’t enjoy 
treating babies (and youth in general) 
more? Well, geriatricians. In a 2006 
national physician survey published 
by the CMA, allergists and immun-
ologists reported being happiest with 
their profession; geriatricians were 
second. “It’s a fascinating field,” says 
Goldlist, “and you can make a huge 
difference in people’s lives.”

Just how huge a difference is the 
passion of Dr. Colin Powell – not 
that U.S. Gen. Colin Powell – but the 
member of the CARP Advisory Board 
who works in University of Calgary’s 
geriatric division. Powell thinks that 
neglect of geriatrics is largely the re-
sult of ageist misconceptions. “One 
problem for doctors in treating older 
people is that we see somebody older 
and in trouble in front of us, and we 
automatically wonder, ‘Is that going to 
be my own old age?’ ” Physicians also 
invoke the bang-for-the-buck argu-
ment. “A doctor will look at an elderly 
patient and think, ‘If she’s 82, why 
bother? I can’t make her 28 again. If 
her problem really is age, it’s irrevers-
ible and untreatable.’ ” Which, insists 
Powell, is not always true. An anes-
thesiologist he knew once thought the 
practice of sending elderly depressed 
patients for electroconvulsive therapy 
(ECT) was wrong-headed because the 
procedure took up an hour of oper-
ating room time. “ ‘Six OR hours for 
ECT for these people,’ said the anes-
thetist, ‘is the same as a pump case [a 
cardiac bypass]. Is it really worth it?’ ” 
Powell got the anesthetist to come to 
the next scheduled ECT and watch the 
results. “These were people who were 
changed profoundly. Many weren’t 
eating and, without treatment, would 
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WHEN I FIRST mapped out and em-
barked on the Zoomer Philosophy, I 
thought it would consist of 10 chapters 
or so; and that the last chapter, on the 
right of people to control the end of 
their own lives without interference 
from others, would be the most di�-
cult and controversial. I was wrong on 
both counts. We’re on the brink of our 
30th chapter with no end in sight, and 
the one I was so leery of writing turns 
out to be not that controversial at all. 
A recent CARP national survey, whose 
results were somewhat unexpected 
and, for me, tremendously heartening, 
asked the question “Do you support 
the idea of physician-assisted suicide 
for those who are terminally ill or at 
the end of their lives?” Seventy-one 
per cent of members answered yes; 84 
per cent of non-CARP respondents in 
Quebec and 80 per cent of non-CARP 
in the ROC answered yes to the same 
question in other recent polls, making 
for a loose average Canadian a�rma-
tive response of about 78 per cent. 
Considering that assisted suicide is 
probably the hottest button in the end-
of-life conversation, 78 per cent seems 
closer to unanimity than controversy. 

Where the subject of assisted suicide 
is still controversial is in the institu-
tional sphere, where lawmakers are 
subject to enormous pressures from 
many di�erent directions. �is leads 
to the question that lies at the heart of 
this chapter: if we live in a democracy, 
where we elect by majority rule, how 
is it that a policy criminalizing assisted 
suicide can be sustained in the face of 
overwhelming public opinion to the 

contrary? Who are these “people” – 
governments, religions, self-appointed 
moral groups, agents of paternalism 
everywhere – to say that they know 
what is best for me and for us?

Assisted suicide is clearly de�ned by 
a statute called the Washington Death 
With Dignity Act, passed in 2009 in 
Washington state – one of the few 
jurisdictions where the option is legal. 
�e Act states: “A patient must be diag-
nosed as having less than six months 
to live, be of sound mind, make a re-
quest orally and in writing, have it ap-
proved by two di�erent doctors, then 
wait 15 days and make the request 
again. A doctor may [then] prescribe a 
lethal dose but may not administer it.” 
In other words, assisted suicide is not 
what many of its opponents assert: it is 
not mercy killing or euthanasia. 

IT IS THE PROACTIVE and “o�-
cial” choice of only the person whose 
life and death is involved, a personal 
choice to end a life that has become 
intolerable for reasons of pain or in-
dignity or what has come to be known 
as the “locked-in” syndrome, with 
help if necessary. It is what a now- 
celebrated British citizen named Tony 
Nicklinson fought for a�er su�ering a 
devastating stroke that le� him para-
lyzed from the neck down. Nicklin-
son, who could not physically end his 
own life, was petitioning the British 
government for the right to have 
someone help him do it when he felt it 
was time. �is past August, the Su-
preme Court of the United Kingdom 
denied his petition. Nicklinson was so 
distraught, he refused all food, con-
tracted pneumonia and died six days 
a�er the decision was rendered.

�e remedy that could have saved 
Tony Nicklinson, both in terms of 
su�ering and time on this earth, is il-
legal in Canada as well, punishable by 
up to 14 years in prison. Suicide itself 

was decriminalized in 1972, but the 
test case for physician-assisted suicide 
was that of Sue Rodriguez in 1993. 
Rodriguez, a British Columbia resi-
dent su�ering from ALS, argued that 
she had a legal right to what every able 
Canadian had, namely the right to 
choose if and when to end her own life 
(and her ordeal). �e Supreme Court 
of Canada in its wisdom decided 5-4 
that she didn’t. However, 20 years 
later, a chink of legal light opened this 
past August when Gloria Taylor, a ter-
minal cancer patient also in B.C., was 
granted a constitutional exemption 
to receive a lethal prescription with 
physician assistance, by B.C. Supreme 
Court Justice Lynn Smith, who also 
ruled that the federal law banning as-
sisted suicide was unconstitutional. 
�e Attorney General of Canada ap-
pealed the decision; the B.C. Court of 
Appeals denied the appeal; so the case 
is poised to go to the Supreme Court 
of Canada. 

�e argument for assisted suicide 
is well stated in the comments of Jus-
tice Jo-Ann Prowse of the B.C. Ap-
peals Court. Gloria Taylor, she said, 
had “fought so courageously” to claim 
her right to end her life and that she 
shouldn’t be required to “sacri�ce her 
right to a concept of greater good.” 
Exactly! What maddens me about 
the “other side” in this issue is that 
the naysayers are people not in a dire 
situation, making decisions for people 
who are. �at their motives may be re-
ligious or philosophical doesn’t negate 
the fact that they are imposing their 
views on people who are in agony. My 
response to people opposed to assisted 
suicide? Fine, you don’t want to do it 
yourself, don’t do it! You’re a doctor 
who’d prefer not to assist; don’t assist. 
But that you should have the power 
that the Supreme Court had over Sue 
Rodriguez, whose every living mo-
ment was impossible for anyone not 
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similarly a�icted to comprehend, is 
just plain wrong.

Another part of the anti-assisted 
suicide argument that I �nd uncon-
vincing is the tendency of the other 
side to lay out various imagined 
scenarios for “abuse.” Nasty kids will 
go a�er a frail parent to get money. 
Handicapped people will be disposed 
of as inconvenient. But this line of 
argument collapses for two reasons: 
�rst, it’s aimed at mercy killing, not 
assisted suicide; second, in the name 
of the small statistical likelihood of 
abuse, the high moralists would con-
demn vastly larger numbers to su�er. 
In every area of law involving risk – 
banking, driving, airplane 
travel, the Internet – there 
are potential risks and abuses. 
Does this mean we should 
go everywhere on foot or use 
Morse code instead of email? 

IT’S THE SHEER presump-
tion that grates the most; the 
monumental chutzpah (gall) 
of complete strangers who 
think they know what’s best. 
Of course, this is nothing 
new; Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
the eminent 19th-century 
American essayist, said: “You 
will always �nd those who 
think they know what is your 
duty better than you.” 

Now this “moral” impulse has land-
ed on our demographic like a sledge-
hammer. As the greying of our society 
accelerates, the issue of gaining con-
trol over the end of our own lives must 
come quickly to the fore. And I believe 
that precisely because we come into 
this world without consent, we must 
have that last measure of control as to 
when to end it, reliably and painlessly, 
should we need to do so.

It is hard for most of us to think 
about dying at all. Another recent poll 
revealed that the majority of people 
over 50 have made no speci�c ar-
rangements or plans for either their 
end of life or their death. One notable 
exception: doctors. Only 29 per cent 

of Americans, for instance, currently 
have a living will; more than 70 per 
cent of doctors do. Why? In a fas-
cinating article called “How Doctors 
Die: It’s Not Like the Rest of Us, But It 
Should Be,” (which appeared last win-
ter on zocalopublicsquare.org and was 
previously discussed in Libby Zna-
imer’s Zoomer Report) Ken Murray, 
M.D., a clinical assistant professor of 
family medicine at USC, revealed that 
most doctors are adamantly opposed 
to having the same heroic measures 
they’re routinely asked to perform 
daily for other people used on them-
selves. In certain cases, this includes 
chemotherapy, radiation, even surgical 

treatment. Knowing how tortuous 
the end of life can be if extended un-
reasonably, doctors prefer to “go gent-
ly” – even to the extent of having “No 
Code” tattooed on their bodies (to tell 
other physicians not to perform CPR 
on them). “I cannot count the num-
ber of times,” Murray writes, “fellow 
physicians have told me in words that 
vary only slightly, ‘Promise me, if you 
�nd me like this, that you’ll kill me.’ ” 
Doctors do this, Murray says, so that 
they can stay “fairly serene when faced 
with death themselves.” �e reassur-
ance comforts them. 

One of the most sensational objec-
tions to assisted suicide is that, if it’s 
legalized, there will be hordes of 

people doing away with themselves. 
But just the opposite may be true. 
Tony Nicklinson o�en noted during 
his failed campaign that just having 
the option of an assisted and painless 
death might have actually kept him 
going longer. Justice Prowse, in her 
decision upholding Gloria Taylor’s 
right, said that if Taylor didn’t have 
that right, she would be subject to “the 
loss of the peace of mind and solace 
now available to her as a result of the 
exemption, in knowing that if living 
becomes unbearable to her for any of 
the reasons she has given, she can 
bring her life to an end.” It’s precisely 
knowing that there’s no legal, reliable 

way out that is likely to make a 
person desperate and more 
likely to make an amateur at-
tempt that can be botched. 

What options does a Can-
adian have who wants – or 
needs – to make a peaceful 
exit? If they are mobile and 
can a�ord it, they can travel 
to one of the handful of places 
in the world where assisted 
suicide is legal – Montana, 
Oregon and Washington State 
in the U.S. and Switzerland, 
Holland, Belgium and Lux-
embourg in Europe. Or they 
can wait. But waiting for those 
who think they know better 
to admit they don’t is tough. 

Tony Nicklinson found this out the 
hard way. Possibly he had a premon-
ition. A few days before the English 
High Court hearing that would rule 
on his petition, he used a specially 
adapted computer to write: “[�e de-
cision] is important to me because it 
determines what sort of death that 
awaits me. If I win, it means that I have 
a pain-free death. If I lose, I am faced 
with the choices of living until I die of 
natural causes or starving myself to 
death … neither option is particularly 
inviting.” 

His petition was denied, and he de-
cided on the second option. No per-
son should ever be forced to make  
that choice. 

“Before we try assisted suicide, Mrs. Rose,  
let’s give the Aspirin a chance.”
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There are some issues that re-
fuse to go away. of the stubborn ones 
that assail our community, the notion 
of the Grey Tsunami is the most in-
tractable and pernicious. I’ve 
written before about this charge 
– that our demographic wave is of 
the “tidal” variety, representing 
mortal danger for the rest of the 
world, especially youth, who will 
go bankrupt paying for the en-
titlements of our dotage – and 
now I find myself having to write 
about it again because the calum-
ny just won’t go away. and I doubt 
that this will be the last time, 
either. 

What makes  the J’accuse so  
formidable, of course, is the  
fact that, on a certain level,  
it’s true: the great post-second 
World War boomer generation was 
indeed unprecedented in number 
and, consequently, that cohort re-
mains extremely powerful today.

so, dire statistics are easy to gener-
ate. Diseases associated with aging are 
rising at unheard of rates – diabetes 
alone will cost the health-care system 
more than $17 billion in the coming 
year – while the growing proliferation 
of retirement homes attests to the 
numbers of clients expected shortly. 

Yes, our very large gang is undeni-
ably getting older, but that doesn’t 
mean we’re automatically getting dull-
er or frailer. as I pointed out in Chap-
ter 8, “The myth of the Looming 
health-Care Crisis” (which was pri-
marily about matters physical), better 
education, nutrition, medicine and 

peace in our time mean that the ma-
jority of aging people are actually 
healthy. seventy per cent of 70-year-
old Canadians are either in “very good 
or perfect functional health.” It’s only 
in the last year of life, typically, that 
health-care needs become intensive 
(and that’s true of sick young people, 
too).

Yes, alzheimer’s rates are rising, but 
so is the extent of medical research 
and the march of technology. Consid-

ering the advances of the past 20 years, 
I have no doubt that mortality statis-
tics that today seem designed to make 
us feel apprehensive and guilty will 
soon be offset by organizational, cul-
tural and technological progress on 
the health science side. For example, 
when special geriatric clinics are 
opened in hospitals, failing people re-
turn home more quickly and spend 
more meaningful, less expensive, re-
maining time there.

But what really energizes me these 
days in the battle against the Great Cli-
ché is a new counter-argument that 
has to do with finance. all too often, 
all we hear about is the doom and 
gloom of how much we’re going to 
cost. But, actually, the real issues are 
“what we have” and “how we’re going 

to use it.” 
an article by michael Callahan on 

retirement planning in the september 
2012 issue of Forum magazine points 
out that boomers control a staggering 
amount of Canada’s wealth. To clarify 
just how staggering, Callahan cites a 
study by Investor economics Inc. It re-
veals that more than 70 per cent of the 
country’s wealth is in the hands of 
boomers. Nor is that 70 per cent con-
centrated in some hypothetical upper 

one per cent. In fact, wealth is 
remarkably evenly distributed 
over most of our numbers. 

how? meet the “hidden mil-
lionaires.” although the num-
ber of those employed by 
government (various levels, dif-
ferent jobs) in Canada has been 
decreasing steadily since the 
early ’90s, as of the last year for 
which data was available, there 
were 76 Canadians being paid 
by some level of government for 
every 100 Canadians working 
in the private sector. 

Government jobs are note-
worthy for providing very solid, 

ample pensions. In addition, although 
the private sector has been shrinking 
its recipient pool since the 2008 finan-
cial crisis, there are still almost as 
many pensioned workers in the pri-
vate workforce as there are in the pub-
lic – close to three million. salaries 
and rates will vary, but it’s not extrava-
gant to estimate that a teacher, say, or a 
long-time worker in a large private 
company might retire with a pension 
of $50,000 to $60,000 annually. (many 
teachers at the secondary level do bet-
ter than that.) This amount is paid out 
as long as the pensioners live. Given 
today’s interest rates of about two per 
cent, how much money would a per-
son have to have in order to achieve an 
annual income of $60,000? $3,000,000! 
so our teacher or corporate pensioner 

>the zoomer
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is effectively a millionaire three times 
over – as are hundreds of thousands of 
other government and private indus-
try employees with similar deals. In 
fact, they’re better off than someone 
who merely has $3,000,000 in the 
bank because, in the bank or else-
where, invested returns are subject to 
the vicissitudes of the market with its 
shifting interest rates and levels of risk. 

so, WhaT Does this mean for 
those doomed-to-be-destitute young-
er generations? It means that parents 
and grandparents will be able to pay 
for the extras that their children and 
grandchildren may desire or require. 
Not only will the Gen X and Gen 
Y, or millennials, not be bank-
rupted by the Grey Tsunami, it’s 
the Tsunami that will likely bail 
them out. 

That same Forum story reveals 
that the 60-somethings are on 
the verge of inheriting more than 
a trillion dollars from their 
90-something parents in what 
economists are calling “the big-
gest transfer of wealth in Can-
adian history.” and what do 
these boomers plan to do with 
their windfall? according to a 
report from the royal Bank of 
Canada, 61 per cent intend to 
pass money on to their children while 
they themselves are still alive because 
“they want to see their children enjoy 
their lives.” only seven per cent are 
certain that they won’t give anything 
to their children during their lifetimes 
(reasons: they require the money 
themselves; they feel their children 
don’t handle money well; their chil-
dren need to make their own way in 
the world; or, simply, kids should wait 
till their parents die). all of which 
amounts to a trillion or so more rea-
sons why that infamous Grey Tsunami 
begins to look more like a long, large 
Wave of Gifts rolling in.

What about the ancillary charge that 
we refuse to retire and make way for 
younger workers? aside from the fact 
that it’s contradictory – you can’t up-

braid us for retiring in droves and be-
coming dependent and then condemn 
us for staying at work – by not retiring 
in the same old way, we lessen the 
probability that we’ll end up on the 
public dole. Instead, it’s likelier that 
we’ll stay financially independent and 
continue to pay tax. and it’s not as 
though, by working into old age, we’re 
violating the natural order. The fact is 
that “retirement” is a very new idea 
historically. a hundred years ago, vir-
tually nobody retired. a hundred 
years from now, that may also be the 
case. The way of the world is that a ma-
jority of people are going to need and 
want to keep working, partially for fi-

nancial reasons, partially out of per-
sonal preference: for socialising, to 
have a reason to get up in the morning 
or in response to the impulse to not 
simply be a taker but a giver. 

This is not to say that the public sys-
tem that encompasses aging can’t be 
improved; to save money and espe-
cially to benefit that portion of our co-
hort that is seriously in need.1 For 
example, the federal government re-
cently legislated that anyone 52 or 
younger would have to wait until age 
67, as opposed to 65, to collect their 
old age security benefit. a lot of 
CarP members weren’t happy with 

this decision. But that two-year differ-
ence constitutes a massive saving, 
which could then be used to better 
support those who reach their 60s and 
70s naked, without any supplementary 
pension or health plan at all. 

sImILarLY, the system could also 
encourage more saving for personal 
use by loosening the rrsP regula-
tions. The deadline for winding down 
an rrsP has already been raised from 
69 to 71; why not push it to 75? If we’re 
moving the typical pension age from 
65 to 67 (and, eventually, 70?), why 
not let us save longer as well? and 
while we’re at it, even when we’re 

forced to convert our rrsPs to 
rrIFs, why not give the latitude 
to take out less than is now re-
quired, so that we can retain 
more funds into our 90s and be-
yond? at the very least, give us 
the flexibility to avoid having to 
open our plans when the mar-
kets are seriously down, as they 
were in 2008 (an inequity CarP 
took a leadership role in fighting 
at the time).

Do these sound like the con-
cerns of people who are about to 
lay down to gorge at the public 
trough? Frankly, I’ve grown tired 
of the casual, unthinking, melo-

dramatic Tsunami blame game and I 
invite you to tire along with me. 

I’m tired of headlines that read 
“sponging Boomers”2 or sum up the 
situation as “The struggle to digest the 
swollen generation of aging baby 
boomers” and warn that “a showdown 
between generations may be inevit-
able.”

The dates of our births are not our 
fault, and it’s wrong to reduce the 
grand march of the generations to a 
crude struggle over resources. We 
stand for active aging and solidarity 
between generations; but we are who 
we are, we’re not going anywhere and 
we’re not going to apologize for being 
here! It’s time to pull the plug on the 
Grey Tsunami. 

1. The poverty rate for Canadians over 65 
is a surprisingly low 5.6 per cent overall, 
but for older women who live alone, it’s 17 
per cent.  2. The Economist (Sept 29, 2012)
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“I’m trying to avoid the missteps of 
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There are some issues that re-
fuse to go away. of the stubborn ones 
that assail our community, the notion 
of the Grey Tsunami is the most in-
tractable and pernicious. I’ve 
written before about this charge 
– that our demographic wave is of 
the “tidal” variety, representing 
mortal danger for the rest of the 
world, especially youth, who will 
go bankrupt paying for the en-
titlements of our dotage – and 
now I find myself having to write 
about it again because the calum-
ny just won’t go away. and I doubt 
that this will be the last time, 
either. 

What makes  the J’accuse so  
formidable, of course, is the  
fact that, on a certain level,  
it’s true: the great post-second 
World War boomer generation was 
indeed unprecedented in number 
and, consequently, that cohort re-
mains extremely powerful today.

so, dire statistics are easy to gener-
ate. Diseases associated with aging are 
rising at unheard of rates – diabetes 
alone will cost the health-care system 
more than $17 billion in the coming 
year – while the growing proliferation 
of retirement homes attests to the 
numbers of clients expected shortly. 

Yes, our very large gang is undeni-
ably getting older, but that doesn’t 
mean we’re automatically getting dull-
er or frailer. as I pointed out in Chap-
ter 8, “The myth of the Looming 
health-Care Crisis” (which was pri-
marily about matters physical), better 
education, nutrition, medicine and 

peace in our time mean that the ma-
jority of aging people are actually 
healthy. seventy per cent of 70-year-
old Canadians are either in “very good 
or perfect functional health.” It’s only 
in the last year of life, typically, that 
health-care needs become intensive 
(and that’s true of sick young people, 
too).

Yes, alzheimer’s rates are rising, but 
so is the extent of medical research 
and the march of technology. Consid-

ering the advances of the past 20 years, 
I have no doubt that mortality statis-
tics that today seem designed to make 
us feel apprehensive and guilty will 
soon be offset by organizational, cul-
tural and technological progress on 
the health science side. For example, 
when special geriatric clinics are 
opened in hospitals, failing people re-
turn home more quickly and spend 
more meaningful, less expensive, re-
maining time there.

But what really energizes me these 
days in the battle against the Great Cli-
ché is a new counter-argument that 
has to do with finance. all too often, 
all we hear about is the doom and 
gloom of how much we’re going to 
cost. But, actually, the real issues are 
“what we have” and “how we’re going 

to use it.” 
an article by michael Callahan on 

retirement planning in the september 
2012 issue of Forum magazine points 
out that boomers control a staggering 
amount of Canada’s wealth. To clarify 
just how staggering, Callahan cites a 
study by Investor economics Inc. It re-
veals that more than 70 per cent of the 
country’s wealth is in the hands of 
boomers. Nor is that 70 per cent con-
centrated in some hypothetical upper 

one per cent. In fact, wealth is 
remarkably evenly distributed 
over most of our numbers. 

how? meet the “hidden mil-
lionaires.” although the num-
ber of those employed by 
government (various levels, dif-
ferent jobs) in Canada has been 
decreasing steadily since the 
early ’90s, as of the last year for 
which data was available, there 
were 76 Canadians being paid 
by some level of government for 
every 100 Canadians working 
in the private sector. 

Government jobs are note-
worthy for providing very solid, 

ample pensions. In addition, although 
the private sector has been shrinking 
its recipient pool since the 2008 finan-
cial crisis, there are still almost as 
many pensioned workers in the pri-
vate workforce as there are in the pub-
lic – close to three million. salaries 
and rates will vary, but it’s not extrava-
gant to estimate that a teacher, say, or a 
long-time worker in a large private 
company might retire with a pension 
of $50,000 to $60,000 annually. (many 
teachers at the secondary level do bet-
ter than that.) This amount is paid out 
as long as the pensioners live. Given 
today’s interest rates of about two per 
cent, how much money would a per-
son have to have in order to achieve an 
annual income of $60,000? $3,000,000! 
so our teacher or corporate pensioner 
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is effectively a millionaire three times 
over – as are hundreds of thousands of 
other government and private indus-
try employees with similar deals. In 
fact, they’re better off than someone 
who merely has $3,000,000 in the 
bank because, in the bank or else-
where, invested returns are subject to 
the vicissitudes of the market with its 
shifting interest rates and levels of risk. 

so, WhaT Does this mean for 
those doomed-to-be-destitute young-
er generations? It means that parents 
and grandparents will be able to pay 
for the extras that their children and 
grandchildren may desire or require. 
Not only will the Gen X and Gen 
Y, or millennials, not be bank-
rupted by the Grey Tsunami, it’s 
the Tsunami that will likely bail 
them out. 

That same Forum story reveals 
that the 60-somethings are on 
the verge of inheriting more than 
a trillion dollars from their 
90-something parents in what 
economists are calling “the big-
gest transfer of wealth in Can-
adian history.” and what do 
these boomers plan to do with 
their windfall? according to a 
report from the royal Bank of 
Canada, 61 per cent intend to 
pass money on to their children while 
they themselves are still alive because 
“they want to see their children enjoy 
their lives.” only seven per cent are 
certain that they won’t give anything 
to their children during their lifetimes 
(reasons: they require the money 
themselves; they feel their children 
don’t handle money well; their chil-
dren need to make their own way in 
the world; or, simply, kids should wait 
till their parents die). all of which 
amounts to a trillion or so more rea-
sons why that infamous Grey Tsunami 
begins to look more like a long, large 
Wave of Gifts rolling in.

What about the ancillary charge that 
we refuse to retire and make way for 
younger workers? aside from the fact 
that it’s contradictory – you can’t up-

braid us for retiring in droves and be-
coming dependent and then condemn 
us for staying at work – by not retiring 
in the same old way, we lessen the 
probability that we’ll end up on the 
public dole. Instead, it’s likelier that 
we’ll stay financially independent and 
continue to pay tax. and it’s not as 
though, by working into old age, we’re 
violating the natural order. The fact is 
that “retirement” is a very new idea 
historically. a hundred years ago, vir-
tually nobody retired. a hundred 
years from now, that may also be the 
case. The way of the world is that a ma-
jority of people are going to need and 
want to keep working, partially for fi-

nancial reasons, partially out of per-
sonal preference: for socialising, to 
have a reason to get up in the morning 
or in response to the impulse to not 
simply be a taker but a giver. 

This is not to say that the public sys-
tem that encompasses aging can’t be 
improved; to save money and espe-
cially to benefit that portion of our co-
hort that is seriously in need.1 For 
example, the federal government re-
cently legislated that anyone 52 or 
younger would have to wait until age 
67, as opposed to 65, to collect their 
old age security benefit. a lot of 
CarP members weren’t happy with 

this decision. But that two-year differ-
ence constitutes a massive saving, 
which could then be used to better 
support those who reach their 60s and 
70s naked, without any supplementary 
pension or health plan at all. 

sImILarLY, the system could also 
encourage more saving for personal 
use by loosening the rrsP regula-
tions. The deadline for winding down 
an rrsP has already been raised from 
69 to 71; why not push it to 75? If we’re 
moving the typical pension age from 
65 to 67 (and, eventually, 70?), why 
not let us save longer as well? and 
while we’re at it, even when we’re 

forced to convert our rrsPs to 
rrIFs, why not give the latitude 
to take out less than is now re-
quired, so that we can retain 
more funds into our 90s and be-
yond? at the very least, give us 
the flexibility to avoid having to 
open our plans when the mar-
kets are seriously down, as they 
were in 2008 (an inequity CarP 
took a leadership role in fighting 
at the time).

Do these sound like the con-
cerns of people who are about to 
lay down to gorge at the public 
trough? Frankly, I’ve grown tired 
of the casual, unthinking, melo-

dramatic Tsunami blame game and I 
invite you to tire along with me. 

I’m tired of headlines that read 
“sponging Boomers”2 or sum up the 
situation as “The struggle to digest the 
swollen generation of aging baby 
boomers” and warn that “a showdown 
between generations may be inevit-
able.”

The dates of our births are not our 
fault, and it’s wrong to reduce the 
grand march of the generations to a 
crude struggle over resources. We 
stand for active aging and solidarity 
between generations; but we are who 
we are, we’re not going anywhere and 
we’re not going to apologize for being 
here! It’s time to pull the plug on the 
Grey Tsunami. 

1. The poverty rate for Canadians over 65 
is a surprisingly low 5.6 per cent overall, 
but for older women who live alone, it’s 17 
per cent.  2. The Economist (Sept 29, 2012)
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There are some issues that re-
fuse to go away. of the stubborn ones 
that assail our community, the notion 
of the Grey Tsunami is the most in-
tractable and pernicious. I’ve 
written before about this charge 
– that our demographic wave is of 
the “tidal” variety, representing 
mortal danger for the rest of the 
world, especially youth, who will 
go bankrupt paying for the en-
titlements of our dotage – and 
now I find myself having to write 
about it again because the calum-
ny just won’t go away. and I doubt 
that this will be the last time, 
either. 

What makes  the J’accuse so  
formidable, of course, is the  
fact that, on a certain level,  
it’s true: the great post-second 
World War boomer generation was 
indeed unprecedented in number 
and, consequently, that cohort re-
mains extremely powerful today.

so, dire statistics are easy to gener-
ate. Diseases associated with aging are 
rising at unheard of rates – diabetes 
alone will cost the health-care system 
more than $17 billion in the coming 
year – while the growing proliferation 
of retirement homes attests to the 
numbers of clients expected shortly. 

Yes, our very large gang is undeni-
ably getting older, but that doesn’t 
mean we’re automatically getting dull-
er or frailer. as I pointed out in Chap-
ter 8, “The myth of the Looming 
health-Care Crisis” (which was pri-
marily about matters physical), better 
education, nutrition, medicine and 

peace in our time mean that the ma-
jority of aging people are actually 
healthy. seventy per cent of 70-year-
old Canadians are either in “very good 
or perfect functional health.” It’s only 
in the last year of life, typically, that 
health-care needs become intensive 
(and that’s true of sick young people, 
too).

Yes, alzheimer’s rates are rising, but 
so is the extent of medical research 
and the march of technology. Consid-

ering the advances of the past 20 years, 
I have no doubt that mortality statis-
tics that today seem designed to make 
us feel apprehensive and guilty will 
soon be offset by organizational, cul-
tural and technological progress on 
the health science side. For example, 
when special geriatric clinics are 
opened in hospitals, failing people re-
turn home more quickly and spend 
more meaningful, less expensive, re-
maining time there.

But what really energizes me these 
days in the battle against the Great Cli-
ché is a new counter-argument that 
has to do with finance. all too often, 
all we hear about is the doom and 
gloom of how much we’re going to 
cost. But, actually, the real issues are 
“what we have” and “how we’re going 

to use it.” 
an article by michael Callahan on 

retirement planning in the september 
2012 issue of Forum magazine points 
out that boomers control a staggering 
amount of Canada’s wealth. To clarify 
just how staggering, Callahan cites a 
study by Investor economics Inc. It re-
veals that more than 70 per cent of the 
country’s wealth is in the hands of 
boomers. Nor is that 70 per cent con-
centrated in some hypothetical upper 

one per cent. In fact, wealth is 
remarkably evenly distributed 
over most of our numbers. 

how? meet the “hidden mil-
lionaires.” although the num-
ber of those employed by 
government (various levels, dif-
ferent jobs) in Canada has been 
decreasing steadily since the 
early ’90s, as of the last year for 
which data was available, there 
were 76 Canadians being paid 
by some level of government for 
every 100 Canadians working 
in the private sector. 

Government jobs are note-
worthy for providing very solid, 

ample pensions. In addition, although 
the private sector has been shrinking 
its recipient pool since the 2008 finan-
cial crisis, there are still almost as 
many pensioned workers in the pri-
vate workforce as there are in the pub-
lic – close to three million. salaries 
and rates will vary, but it’s not extrava-
gant to estimate that a teacher, say, or a 
long-time worker in a large private 
company might retire with a pension 
of $50,000 to $60,000 annually. (many 
teachers at the secondary level do bet-
ter than that.) This amount is paid out 
as long as the pensioners live. Given 
today’s interest rates of about two per 
cent, how much money would a per-
son have to have in order to achieve an 
annual income of $60,000? $3,000,000! 
so our teacher or corporate pensioner 

>the zoomer

philosophy

>Coming next issue … Zoomers & marijuana: Toking for healTh and fun

is effectively a millionaire three times 
over – as are hundreds of thousands of 
other government and private indus-
try employees with similar deals. In 
fact, they’re better off than someone 
who merely has $3,000,000 in the 
bank because, in the bank or else-
where, invested returns are subject to 
the vicissitudes of the market with its 
shifting interest rates and levels of risk. 

so, WhaT Does this mean for 
those doomed-to-be-destitute young-
er generations? It means that parents 
and grandparents will be able to pay 
for the extras that their children and 
grandchildren may desire or require. 
Not only will the Gen X and Gen 
Y, or millennials, not be bank-
rupted by the Grey Tsunami, it’s 
the Tsunami that will likely bail 
them out. 

That same Forum story reveals 
that the 60-somethings are on 
the verge of inheriting more than 
a trillion dollars from their 
90-something parents in what 
economists are calling “the big-
gest transfer of wealth in Can-
adian history.” and what do 
these boomers plan to do with 
their windfall? according to a 
report from the royal Bank of 
Canada, 61 per cent intend to 
pass money on to their children while 
they themselves are still alive because 
“they want to see their children enjoy 
their lives.” only seven per cent are 
certain that they won’t give anything 
to their children during their lifetimes 
(reasons: they require the money 
themselves; they feel their children 
don’t handle money well; their chil-
dren need to make their own way in 
the world; or, simply, kids should wait 
till their parents die). all of which 
amounts to a trillion or so more rea-
sons why that infamous Grey Tsunami 
begins to look more like a long, large 
Wave of Gifts rolling in.

What about the ancillary charge that 
we refuse to retire and make way for 
younger workers? aside from the fact 
that it’s contradictory – you can’t up-

braid us for retiring in droves and be-
coming dependent and then condemn 
us for staying at work – by not retiring 
in the same old way, we lessen the 
probability that we’ll end up on the 
public dole. Instead, it’s likelier that 
we’ll stay financially independent and 
continue to pay tax. and it’s not as 
though, by working into old age, we’re 
violating the natural order. The fact is 
that “retirement” is a very new idea 
historically. a hundred years ago, vir-
tually nobody retired. a hundred 
years from now, that may also be the 
case. The way of the world is that a ma-
jority of people are going to need and 
want to keep working, partially for fi-

nancial reasons, partially out of per-
sonal preference: for socialising, to 
have a reason to get up in the morning 
or in response to the impulse to not 
simply be a taker but a giver. 

This is not to say that the public sys-
tem that encompasses aging can’t be 
improved; to save money and espe-
cially to benefit that portion of our co-
hort that is seriously in need.1 For 
example, the federal government re-
cently legislated that anyone 52 or 
younger would have to wait until age 
67, as opposed to 65, to collect their 
old age security benefit. a lot of 
CarP members weren’t happy with 

this decision. But that two-year differ-
ence constitutes a massive saving, 
which could then be used to better 
support those who reach their 60s and 
70s naked, without any supplementary 
pension or health plan at all. 

sImILarLY, the system could also 
encourage more saving for personal 
use by loosening the rrsP regula-
tions. The deadline for winding down 
an rrsP has already been raised from 
69 to 71; why not push it to 75? If we’re 
moving the typical pension age from 
65 to 67 (and, eventually, 70?), why 
not let us save longer as well? and 
while we’re at it, even when we’re 

forced to convert our rrsPs to 
rrIFs, why not give the latitude 
to take out less than is now re-
quired, so that we can retain 
more funds into our 90s and be-
yond? at the very least, give us 
the flexibility to avoid having to 
open our plans when the mar-
kets are seriously down, as they 
were in 2008 (an inequity CarP 
took a leadership role in fighting 
at the time).

Do these sound like the con-
cerns of people who are about to 
lay down to gorge at the public 
trough? Frankly, I’ve grown tired 
of the casual, unthinking, melo-

dramatic Tsunami blame game and I 
invite you to tire along with me. 

I’m tired of headlines that read 
“sponging Boomers”2 or sum up the 
situation as “The struggle to digest the 
swollen generation of aging baby 
boomers” and warn that “a showdown 
between generations may be inevit-
able.”

The dates of our births are not our 
fault, and it’s wrong to reduce the 
grand march of the generations to a 
crude struggle over resources. We 
stand for active aging and solidarity 
between generations; but we are who 
we are, we’re not going anywhere and 
we’re not going to apologize for being 
here! It’s time to pull the plug on the 
Grey Tsunami. 

1. The poverty rate for Canadians over 65 
is a surprisingly low 5.6 per cent overall, 
but for older women who live alone, it’s 17 
per cent.  2. The Economist (Sept 29, 2012)
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uppose I were to de-
scribe to you a recently dis-
covered, inexpensive, safe 
product that could, among 
other things, reduce the 

pain of arthritis, treat glaucoma, al-
leviate insomnia, lessen the nausea as-
sociated with chemotherapy, stimulate 
the appetite for people with irritable 
bowel disorders and some digestive 
cancers, aid significantly in palliative 
care for people with terminal illnesses 
and, theoretically, help prevent Alz-
heimer’s – all while being way cheaper 
than pharmaceuticals and also repre-
senting a huge new source of revenue 
for the public purse: would your re-
sponse be to (a) try to get the product 
to market as quickly as possible; or (b) 
launch a campaign to delegitimize 
and demonize it? If you answered (a), 
you’re a rational human being; yet 
choice (b) is precisely the one that our 
society has made for almost a century 
in regards to just such a very real 
product: cannabis sativa, or mari-
juana.  

I’ve held off writing about it till now 
because I thought it might be highly 
divisive in much the same way I had 
been apprehensive about discussing 
assisted suicide (Dec. 2012/Jan. 2013). 
But two stunning American popular 
votes held just before the new year 
make the timing right. In response to 
referenda, washington state and Col-
orado have now legalized the posses-
sion and personal use of marijuana. 
A similar referendum was narrowly 
defeated in oregon, but that state is 
expected to decriminalize cannabis 
soon, along with six other states.

The development shouldn’t surprise 
anyone. Twenty-two states have al-
ready legalized marijuana for medical 
use and, for the first time in history, 
a clear majority of Americans are in 
favour of legalization for recreational 
use. In Canada the approval numbers 
are even higher. According to a poll 
done in January 2012 by Forum re-
search Inc., 66 per cent of Canadians 
over the age of 18 believe marijuana 
should be legalized. As to consump-
tion: Canadians between the ages 
of 15 and 64 enjoy marijuana at four 
times the world average, making us the 
leader in this category among the rich 
nations (and fifth worldwide, behind 
Ghana, Zambia, papua New Guinea 
and Micronesia). Ironically, there was 
a point during the ’90s when the Lib-
eral government was on the verge of 
making Canada the world leader in 
officially decriminalizing cannabis, 
but it fumbled the ball; today mari-
juana finds itself locked in the same 
paradox as the right to Die. once 
again, so-called advocates of democ-
racy completely ignore the popular 
will, as a compliant political class ac-
quiesces to a relatively small number 
of opponents who, animated by vari-
ous motives – religious conviction or 
anti-smoking or financial interest in 
the interdiction and punishment in-
dustry or just to feel superior – have 
managed to stop the reform of the 
marijuana laws, preferring instead to 
continue to send thousands to jail or 
inconvenience and humiliate them in 
different ways.

Actually, I thought that when the 
Conservatives finally got their long-
sought majority in the federal parlia-
ment that, as the party that knows 
how to count, the party of balanced 
budgets, they’d at least be in favour of 
legalizing marijuana for business rea-
sons; namely, because of the obvious 
economic benefits, i.e., marijuana is 
potentially a massive source of new tax 

revenue. we’re looking here at an in-
dustry variously reported to be worth 
$15 to 20 billion a year in Canada, and 
perhaps a lot more, in which, more-
over, Canada has an excellent brand. 
And what do we do with it? we hand 
it to criminal gangs and we say, “Here, 
please take this huge business with its  
ever-growing demand (a few years 
ago, the uN reported 160 million 
active users worldwide) and, by the 
way, you don’t have to pay tax on any 
of it! Think of it as a gift to the Hell’s 
Angels (and the Mexican cartels) from 
the people of Canada.” 

when you think about our concerns 
today with debts and deficits and how 
many hospitals, schools and roads 
could be built with the taxes provided 
by marijuana legalization, the appro-
priate action would seem too obvious 
to state. Legalize it. regulate it. Tax it. 
Just like alcohol. Instead, the new ma-
rijuana laws just recently passed are 
even stiffer than before.  

THe oFFICIAL Canadian discom-
fort around marijuana might hail 
from a curious episode in our his-
tory that galvanized public opinion.  
In 1922, a celebrated saskatchewan-
born feminist named emily Murphy 
(she spearheaded the historic persons 
Case, which won Canadian women 
the right to vote) published a book 
called The Black Candle that was as 
influential as it was distasteful. An 
anti-marijuana/opium/cocaine/im-
migrant screed, The Black Candle was 
like a pharmacological version of The 
Protocols of the Elders of Zion. In it, 
Murphy claimed that there was an 
international conspiracy of coloured 
people – Negroes, Chinese, Middle 
easterners, Greeks, Mexicans – called 
The ring, who were plotting to con-
taminate the “purity” of the white 
race by distributing drugs. Today, as 
writer Mark Bourrie points out in a 
recent National Post article, the book 
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would be ridiculed and/or outlawed 
as hate speech, but in the 1920s, the 
powers that be were caught up in the 
hysteria. In 1923, Canada became the 
first country since the mid-1800s to 
ban cannabis. with Murphy’s innu-
endo helping out, marijuana’s associa-
tion with black people, jazz music and 
similar “uncivilized” influences quick-
ly became entrenched, especially in 
the u.s. In 1936, the film Reefer Mad-
ness depicted American high-school 
students being lured into marijuana 
addiction and subsequently crashing 
cars, attempting rape, descending into 
madness and committing suicide. A 
year later, the Marijuana Tax 
Act effectively banned its 
use in the u.s. 

IT wAs LeFT To the baby 
boomers who adopted pot 
in the ’60s to illustrate just 
how ludicrous Murphy’s 
lurid image was. we also 
stumbled anecdotally on its 
potential benefits, especially 
in contrast to drinking and 
smoking tobacco. More sci-
entific evidence confirming 
those benefits and marijuana’s relative 
safety came later, in maddening dribs 
and drabs, each one invariably pro-
voking a counter-study that claimed 
to prove the opposite. There has 
never been, as far as I’ve been able 
to determine, a single documented 
case of anyone dying of a marijuana 
overdose. Dr. Lester Grinspoon of 
Harvard Medical school goes further, 
pointing out that there have been no 
reported cases of lung cancer or em-
physema in those who smoke just 
marijuana. By contrast, alcohol abuse 
kills about 75,000 Americans a year 
and more than 6,000 Canadians.  As 
far as potential harm to the lungs, a 
study headed by Mark pletcher of the 
university of California and published 
in last January’s edition of the Journal 

of the American Medical Association 
found that a person who smoked a 
joint a day would suffer no decrease 
of lung function or capacity. In fact, at 
a joint a day, lung airflow and volume 
actually increase to a small degree. 
(one theory is that marijuana inhal-
ation involves holding your breath, 
which might inadvertently increase 
lung volume. Another is the efficacy 
of cannabis as an expectorant, which 
clears, as opposed to clogs, the lungs.) 
smoking tobacco, on the other hand, 
decreases lung function and capacity 
directly with use and kills about six 
million people worldwide a year (in-

cluding almost 500,000 in the u.s. 
and 40,000 in Canada), in the process 
generating $500 billion in revenue for 
the global tobacco industry with prof-
its of more than $35 billion for the six 
largest companies. And tobacco, of 
course, is legal.   

At this point you may be saying, 
okay, we believe you, Moses, but why 
should people of our age in particular 
care about legalizing marijuana? on 
the one hand, I could give you anec-
dotal reasons, telling you about my 
personal experience with knees blown 
out from too much squash and the 
relative efficacy of a few puffs versus 
the side effects of pharma-grade anti-
inflammatories; or about the cancer 
sufferers I’ve known who’ve sworn 
to me that nothing else helped them 

bear up to the nausea and pain of their 
treatments. or I could tell you about 
an email I received recently from pris-
cilla Lydia, a federally licenced canna-
bis user and an evangelical Christian 
who was stricken with juvenile arth-
ritis at the age of 16 and who was pre-
scribed a cocktail of a dozen drugs, 
half with serious side effects. In 1999, 
she was “introduced to the cannabis 
plant,” which, she says, changed her 
life drastically for the better, enabling 
her to once again walk her dog, cook 
and clean and read her Bible. Today 
she’s an advocate for what may be the 
“most useful plant on the planet,” call-

ing for Christians to unite 
for the legalization of ma-
rijuana. “And why did God 
create cannabis,” she blogs, 
“if it wasn’t for us to use 
wisely?”

But I probably don’t have 
to tell you anything much 
because you already know 
it. According to surveys 
conducted by the substance 
Abuse and Mental Health 
services Administration in 
the u.s., the use of mari-

juana among baby boomers is actually 
growing. Between 2002 and 2008, use 
by people over 50 increased by 50 per 
cent, with analysts expecting “further 
increases as … boomers born between 
1945 and 1964 age.” some, Associated 
press reports in an article on the sur-
vey, are returning to a drug they first 
discovered in their youth, but others, 
like Florence siegel of Miami, are 
taking it up for the first time. siegel, 
who’s 88 and deals with arthritis in her 
back and legs, says marijuana helps 
her “sleep better than pills ever did,” 
which is why she takes out her pipe 
and takes a hit or two every night. 
she doesn’t understand, she says, why 
everyone her age isn’t doing the same. 
“They’re missing a lot of fun and a lot 
of relief.”  

chapter 31

the zoomer    philosophy
by moses znaimer

S
Holy smokes!

tHe reAl reefer 
MAdness

“Medical marijuana, sure – but just try to 
get a prescription for beer!”
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product that could, among 
other things, reduce the 

pain of arthritis, treat glaucoma, al-
leviate insomnia, lessen the nausea as-
sociated with chemotherapy, stimulate 
the appetite for people with irritable 
bowel disorders and some digestive 
cancers, aid significantly in palliative 
care for people with terminal illnesses 
and, theoretically, help prevent Alz-
heimer’s – all while being way cheaper 
than pharmaceuticals and also repre-
senting a huge new source of revenue 
for the public purse: would your re-
sponse be to (a) try to get the product 
to market as quickly as possible; or (b) 
launch a campaign to delegitimize 
and demonize it? If you answered (a), 
you’re a rational human being; yet 
choice (b) is precisely the one that our 
society has made for almost a century 
in regards to just such a very real 
product: cannabis sativa, or mari-
juana.  

I’ve held off writing about it till now 
because I thought it might be highly 
divisive in much the same way I had 
been apprehensive about discussing 
assisted suicide (Dec. 2012/Jan. 2013). 
But two stunning American popular 
votes held just before the new year 
make the timing right. In response to 
referenda, washington state and Col-
orado have now legalized the posses-
sion and personal use of marijuana. 
A similar referendum was narrowly 
defeated in oregon, but that state is 
expected to decriminalize cannabis 
soon, along with six other states.

The development shouldn’t surprise 
anyone. Twenty-two states have al-
ready legalized marijuana for medical 
use and, for the first time in history, 
a clear majority of Americans are in 
favour of legalization for recreational 
use. In Canada the approval numbers 
are even higher. According to a poll 
done in January 2012 by Forum re-
search Inc., 66 per cent of Canadians 
over the age of 18 believe marijuana 
should be legalized. As to consump-
tion: Canadians between the ages 
of 15 and 64 enjoy marijuana at four 
times the world average, making us the 
leader in this category among the rich 
nations (and fifth worldwide, behind 
Ghana, Zambia, papua New Guinea 
and Micronesia). Ironically, there was 
a point during the ’90s when the Lib-
eral government was on the verge of 
making Canada the world leader in 
officially decriminalizing cannabis, 
but it fumbled the ball; today mari-
juana finds itself locked in the same 
paradox as the right to Die. once 
again, so-called advocates of democ-
racy completely ignore the popular 
will, as a compliant political class ac-
quiesces to a relatively small number 
of opponents who, animated by vari-
ous motives – religious conviction or 
anti-smoking or financial interest in 
the interdiction and punishment in-
dustry or just to feel superior – have 
managed to stop the reform of the 
marijuana laws, preferring instead to 
continue to send thousands to jail or 
inconvenience and humiliate them in 
different ways.

Actually, I thought that when the 
Conservatives finally got their long-
sought majority in the federal parlia-
ment that, as the party that knows 
how to count, the party of balanced 
budgets, they’d at least be in favour of 
legalizing marijuana for business rea-
sons; namely, because of the obvious 
economic benefits, i.e., marijuana is 
potentially a massive source of new tax 

revenue. we’re looking here at an in-
dustry variously reported to be worth 
$15 to 20 billion a year in Canada, and 
perhaps a lot more, in which, more-
over, Canada has an excellent brand. 
And what do we do with it? we hand 
it to criminal gangs and we say, “Here, 
please take this huge business with its  
ever-growing demand (a few years 
ago, the uN reported 160 million 
active users worldwide) and, by the 
way, you don’t have to pay tax on any 
of it! Think of it as a gift to the Hell’s 
Angels (and the Mexican cartels) from 
the people of Canada.” 

when you think about our concerns 
today with debts and deficits and how 
many hospitals, schools and roads 
could be built with the taxes provided 
by marijuana legalization, the appro-
priate action would seem too obvious 
to state. Legalize it. regulate it. Tax it. 
Just like alcohol. Instead, the new ma-
rijuana laws just recently passed are 
even stiffer than before.  

THe oFFICIAL Canadian discom-
fort around marijuana might hail 
from a curious episode in our his-
tory that galvanized public opinion.  
In 1922, a celebrated saskatchewan-
born feminist named emily Murphy 
(she spearheaded the historic persons 
Case, which won Canadian women 
the right to vote) published a book 
called The Black Candle that was as 
influential as it was distasteful. An 
anti-marijuana/opium/cocaine/im-
migrant screed, The Black Candle was 
like a pharmacological version of The 
Protocols of the Elders of Zion. In it, 
Murphy claimed that there was an 
international conspiracy of coloured 
people – Negroes, Chinese, Middle 
easterners, Greeks, Mexicans – called 
The ring, who were plotting to con-
taminate the “purity” of the white 
race by distributing drugs. Today, as 
writer Mark Bourrie points out in a 
recent National Post article, the book 
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the u.s. In 1936, the film Reefer Mad-
ness depicted American high-school 
students being lured into marijuana 
addiction and subsequently crashing 
cars, attempting rape, descending into 
madness and committing suicide. A 
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Act effectively banned its 
use in the u.s. 
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lurid image was. we also 
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to prove the opposite. There has 
never been, as far as I’ve been able 
to determine, a single documented 
case of anyone dying of a marijuana 
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Harvard Medical school goes further, 
pointing out that there have been no 
reported cases of lung cancer or em-
physema in those who smoke just 
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kills about 75,000 Americans a year 
and more than 6,000 Canadians.  As 
far as potential harm to the lungs, a 
study headed by Mark pletcher of the 
university of California and published 
in last January’s edition of the Journal 

of the American Medical Association 
found that a person who smoked a 
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a joint a day, lung airflow and volume 
actually increase to a small degree. 
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ation involves holding your breath, 
which might inadvertently increase 
lung volume. Another is the efficacy 
of cannabis as an expectorant, which 
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directly with use and kills about six 
million people worldwide a year (in-
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and 40,000 in Canada), in the process 
generating $500 billion in revenue for 
the global tobacco industry with prof-
its of more than $35 billion for the six 
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At this point you may be saying, 
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the one hand, I could give you anec-
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personal experience with knees blown 
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to me that nothing else helped them 

bear up to the nausea and pain of their 
treatments. or I could tell you about 
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cilla Lydia, a federally licenced canna-
bis user and an evangelical Christian 
who was stricken with juvenile arth-
ritis at the age of 16 and who was pre-
scribed a cocktail of a dozen drugs, 
half with serious side effects. In 1999, 
she was “introduced to the cannabis 
plant,” which, she says, changed her 
life drastically for the better, enabling 
her to once again walk her dog, cook 
and clean and read her Bible. Today 
she’s an advocate for what may be the 
“most useful plant on the planet,” call-

ing for Christians to unite 
for the legalization of ma-
rijuana. “And why did God 
create cannabis,” she blogs, 
“if it wasn’t for us to use 
wisely?”

But I probably don’t have 
to tell you anything much 
because you already know 
it. According to surveys 
conducted by the substance 
Abuse and Mental Health 
services Administration in 
the u.s., the use of mari-

juana among baby boomers is actually 
growing. Between 2002 and 2008, use 
by people over 50 increased by 50 per 
cent, with analysts expecting “further 
increases as … boomers born between 
1945 and 1964 age.” some, Associated 
press reports in an article on the sur-
vey, are returning to a drug they first 
discovered in their youth, but others, 
like Florence siegel of Miami, are 
taking it up for the first time. siegel, 
who’s 88 and deals with arthritis in her 
back and legs, says marijuana helps 
her “sleep better than pills ever did,” 
which is why she takes out her pipe 
and takes a hit or two every night. 
she doesn’t understand, she says, why 
everyone her age isn’t doing the same. 
“They’re missing a lot of fun and a lot 
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and, theoretically, help prevent Alz-
heimer’s – all while being way cheaper 
than pharmaceuticals and also repre-
senting a huge new source of revenue 
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launch a campaign to delegitimize 
and demonize it? If you answered (a), 
you’re a rational human being; yet 
choice (b) is precisely the one that our 
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in regards to just such a very real 
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juana.  

I’ve held off writing about it till now 
because I thought it might be highly 
divisive in much the same way I had 
been apprehensive about discussing 
assisted suicide (Dec. 2012/Jan. 2013). 
But two stunning American popular 
votes held just before the new year 
make the timing right. In response to 
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orado have now legalized the posses-
sion and personal use of marijuana. 
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defeated in oregon, but that state is 
expected to decriminalize cannabis 
soon, along with six other states.
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favour of legalization for recreational 
use. In Canada the approval numbers 
are even higher. According to a poll 
done in January 2012 by Forum re-
search Inc., 66 per cent of Canadians 
over the age of 18 believe marijuana 
should be legalized. As to consump-
tion: Canadians between the ages 
of 15 and 64 enjoy marijuana at four 
times the world average, making us the 
leader in this category among the rich 
nations (and fifth worldwide, behind 
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and Micronesia). Ironically, there was 
a point during the ’90s when the Lib-
eral government was on the verge of 
making Canada the world leader in 
officially decriminalizing cannabis, 
but it fumbled the ball; today mari-
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again, so-called advocates of democ-
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dustry variously reported to be worth 
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perhaps a lot more, in which, more-
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And what do we do with it? we hand 
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ever-growing demand (a few years 
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way, you don’t have to pay tax on any 
of it! Think of it as a gift to the Hell’s 
Angels (and the Mexican cartels) from 
the people of Canada.” 

when you think about our concerns 
today with debts and deficits and how 
many hospitals, schools and roads 
could be built with the taxes provided 
by marijuana legalization, the appro-
priate action would seem too obvious 
to state. Legalize it. regulate it. Tax it. 
Just like alcohol. Instead, the new ma-
rijuana laws just recently passed are 
even stiffer than before.  

THe oFFICIAL Canadian discom-
fort around marijuana might hail 
from a curious episode in our his-
tory that galvanized public opinion.  
In 1922, a celebrated saskatchewan-
born feminist named emily Murphy 
(she spearheaded the historic persons 
Case, which won Canadian women 
the right to vote) published a book 
called The Black Candle that was as 
influential as it was distasteful. An 
anti-marijuana/opium/cocaine/im-
migrant screed, The Black Candle was 
like a pharmacological version of The 
Protocols of the Elders of Zion. In it, 
Murphy claimed that there was an 
international conspiracy of coloured 
people – Negroes, Chinese, Middle 
easterners, Greeks, Mexicans – called 
The ring, who were plotting to con-
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race by distributing drugs. Today, as 
writer Mark Bourrie points out in a 
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as hate speech, but in the 1920s, the 
powers that be were caught up in the 
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first country since the mid-1800s to 
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tion with black people, jazz music and 
similar “uncivilized” influences quick-
ly became entrenched, especially in 
the u.s. In 1936, the film Reefer Mad-
ness depicted American high-school 
students being lured into marijuana 
addiction and subsequently crashing 
cars, attempting rape, descending into 
madness and committing suicide. A 
year later, the Marijuana Tax 
Act effectively banned its 
use in the u.s. 
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in the ’60s to illustrate just 
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lurid image was. we also 
stumbled anecdotally on its 
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in contrast to drinking and 
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entific evidence confirming 
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safety came later, in maddening dribs 
and drabs, each one invariably pro-
voking a counter-study that claimed 
to prove the opposite. There has 
never been, as far as I’ve been able 
to determine, a single documented 
case of anyone dying of a marijuana 
overdose. Dr. Lester Grinspoon of 
Harvard Medical school goes further, 
pointing out that there have been no 
reported cases of lung cancer or em-
physema in those who smoke just 
marijuana. By contrast, alcohol abuse 
kills about 75,000 Americans a year 
and more than 6,000 Canadians.  As 
far as potential harm to the lungs, a 
study headed by Mark pletcher of the 
university of California and published 
in last January’s edition of the Journal 

of the American Medical Association 
found that a person who smoked a 
joint a day would suffer no decrease 
of lung function or capacity. In fact, at 
a joint a day, lung airflow and volume 
actually increase to a small degree. 
(one theory is that marijuana inhal-
ation involves holding your breath, 
which might inadvertently increase 
lung volume. Another is the efficacy 
of cannabis as an expectorant, which 
clears, as opposed to clogs, the lungs.) 
smoking tobacco, on the other hand, 
decreases lung function and capacity 
directly with use and kills about six 
million people worldwide a year (in-

cluding almost 500,000 in the u.s. 
and 40,000 in Canada), in the process 
generating $500 billion in revenue for 
the global tobacco industry with prof-
its of more than $35 billion for the six 
largest companies. And tobacco, of 
course, is legal.   

At this point you may be saying, 
okay, we believe you, Moses, but why 
should people of our age in particular 
care about legalizing marijuana? on 
the one hand, I could give you anec-
dotal reasons, telling you about my 
personal experience with knees blown 
out from too much squash and the 
relative efficacy of a few puffs versus 
the side effects of pharma-grade anti-
inflammatories; or about the cancer 
sufferers I’ve known who’ve sworn 
to me that nothing else helped them 

bear up to the nausea and pain of their 
treatments. or I could tell you about 
an email I received recently from pris-
cilla Lydia, a federally licenced canna-
bis user and an evangelical Christian 
who was stricken with juvenile arth-
ritis at the age of 16 and who was pre-
scribed a cocktail of a dozen drugs, 
half with serious side effects. In 1999, 
she was “introduced to the cannabis 
plant,” which, she says, changed her 
life drastically for the better, enabling 
her to once again walk her dog, cook 
and clean and read her Bible. Today 
she’s an advocate for what may be the 
“most useful plant on the planet,” call-

ing for Christians to unite 
for the legalization of ma-
rijuana. “And why did God 
create cannabis,” she blogs, 
“if it wasn’t for us to use 
wisely?”

But I probably don’t have 
to tell you anything much 
because you already know 
it. According to surveys 
conducted by the substance 
Abuse and Mental Health 
services Administration in 
the u.s., the use of mari-

juana among baby boomers is actually 
growing. Between 2002 and 2008, use 
by people over 50 increased by 50 per 
cent, with analysts expecting “further 
increases as … boomers born between 
1945 and 1964 age.” some, Associated 
press reports in an article on the sur-
vey, are returning to a drug they first 
discovered in their youth, but others, 
like Florence siegel of Miami, are 
taking it up for the first time. siegel, 
who’s 88 and deals with arthritis in her 
back and legs, says marijuana helps 
her “sleep better than pills ever did,” 
which is why she takes out her pipe 
and takes a hit or two every night. 
she doesn’t understand, she says, why 
everyone her age isn’t doing the same. 
“They’re missing a lot of fun and a lot 
of relief.”  

chapter 31

the zoomer    philosophy
by moses znaimer

S
Holy smokes!

tHe reAl reefer 
MAdness

“Medical marijuana, sure – but just try to 
get a prescription for beer!”



88

ca
rt

oo
n,

 ro
n 

m
or

ga
n/

ca
rt

oo
ns

to
ck

.co
m

10        everythingzoomer.com    |    april 2013    

like chocolate Frost-
ies, the malty, soft ice cream 
you get in a cup at Wendy’s, 
the burger chain. So last sum-
mer, when they ran a promo-

tion, a small for a dollar, i decided to 
take advantage of it and stopped at an 
outlet near the airport one afternoon. 
When the teen serving brought me my 
treat, though, he asked for $1.69. 
“hey,” i said, “what about the dollar 
special?” “oh,” he laughed, “that was 
just a summer deal. it’s September 
now.” “Gosh,” i said, “that’s too bad,” 
evidently looking very disappointed. 
“in that case, please give me the 
medium, which gets you twice as 
much for only 20 cents more.” But by 
now, he was looking at me differently. 
“know what?” he said. “how about i 
give you the seniors discount?” caught 
short by this first ever occasion of be-
ing called senior, i laughed out loud, 
thinking, “Senior!? Moi?! ha!” Was i 
not the guy the Globe and Mail had 
once called “the hippest man in can-
ada?” Senior!? oh, the indignity! or 
was the kid just being nice, perhaps 
even expressing respect? either way, i 
pocketed the 17 cent saving with a 
shrug, thanked him for mentioning it 
(many businesses offer such discounts, 
but you have to ask for them) and 
thoroughly enjoyed my dollar and 
fifty-two cent small. 

later, when i realized the deeper 
point of the exchange, i wasn’t of-
fended. i thought it was funny. But i 

also realized i had stumbled over the 
insidious language of age epitomized, 
in this case, by the problem word “sen-
ior.” Gerontologist Dee Wadsworth 
says that she uses the phrase “older 
adult” as opposed to “senior” in her 
practice because when boomers hear 
the word “seniors,” they think some-
one is referring to their parents. Mar-
garet Wente might have put it best in  
the Feb. 9 issue of her Globe and Mail 
column (“Why 65 isn’t 60”) when she 
wrote that, while the very thought of 
a seniors discount or of a seniors day 
is “undeniably depressing, more de-
pressing still is that people think you 
are eligible for it.”

The experience of aging as portrayed 
in our culture has not generally been 
positive, let alone enjoyable. So, from 
the moment i decided to launch this 
new Movement for a Society Moving 
into older age, i knew that a big part of 
the challenge lay in language, because 
so many of the words and phrases used 
popularly to describe aging are overtly 
negative or subtly condescending or 
digs disguised as compliments. “old” 
is the first one; and the related words 
“mature,” “older,” “senior,” “elder” and 
such make people nervous.

i ran “mature” past a friend. he 
winced and said, “i’d rather be called 
a geezer.” at least “geezer” has some 
oomph; it denotes power (if cranky) 
and humour, both of which “mature” 
lacks. “Senior” is less pompous than 
“mature” but is somehow bland and 
ineffectual. “elder” is strangely better 
than the off-putting “elderly” as it de-
notes wisdom. a hundred years ago, 
let alone a thousand, these categories 
wouldn’t have been needed; you were 
old for a short time, as early as 40 or 
50, and then you died. But today we 
live long enough that, like black civil 
rights activists and feminists before us, 
we need to either codify new positive 
language or rehabilitate old words to 
describe ourselves. Sylvia Stead, pub-

lic editor at the Globe and Mail wrote 
recently in a piece about that paper’s 
style and standards practices, “every-
body deserves to be called what they 
want to be called.” The trouble with 
our demo is that we haven’t decided 
yet what we want to be called. But we 
know what we don’t want to be called.

here, based on a loose survey round 
the office, are the top Four cringe-
worthy pet peeves for negative stereo-
typing:
1. “Dear” Maybe the most ubiqui-
tous and insidious verbal ageism of 
all. in the april 2009 issue of Zoomer, 
Rona Maynard wrote a story titled 
“Don’t call Me Dear!” in which she 
describes a friend of hers, an amateur 
pilot and award-winning entrepreneur 
of a certain age, who exploded when a 
waiter in a restaurant addressed her 
with the “D-word.” When the waiter, 
chastened, brought the bill, it included 
a personal message: “Thanks, Babe.” 
Maynard’s friend left a large tip.
2. “We” as in “and how are we to-
day?” This is the Royal We turned into 
the infantile We, directed at you by a 
younger someone who’s trying to be 
oh-so-helpful.
3. “TWilighT Years” could any 
phrase be more patronizing? Besides, 
twilight is not necessarily a happy time. 
“as only New Yorkers know,” said Dor-
othy Parker, “if you can get through 
the twilight, you’ll live through the 
night.” The only phrase that approach-
es it for bleakness is “Bucket list,” 
which reduces to the status of debris 
the things you’ve not yet managed to 
do and have now to cram into your 
sad few remaining days on earth.
4. “aging BaBY Boomers” The 
same way that “Young Professionals” 
implies that the old can’t be profes-
sionals, “aging Baby Boomers” im-
plies that only the older age. Babies 
are aging, teenagers are aging, every-
one is aging. to emphasize the adjec-
tive next to boomers is to use it as a 

>Coming nexT issue … RetiRe oR Die: when Does “olD” begin anD how olD is too olD?

synonym for decline.
in institutional settings, “dear” and 

“we” have been identified by geron-
tologists as “elderspeak”: “[elder-
speak is] speaking unusually slowly, 
using a restricted vocabulary, simpli-
fied syntax and exaggerated prosody 
[sing-song speech].” in other words, 
speaking the way you might to an in-
fant or to a newly arrived immigrant 
who spoke no english. The assump-
tion underlying elderspeak is that all 
people, once they’re “old,” are cogni-
tively impaired. Studies have shown 
that elderspeak can have a negative 
impact on both the physical and men-
tal health of the people at which it’s 
directed. effectively, it becomes a self-
fulfilling prophecy. We are not just 
what we eat, it seems; we are also what 
we are called. 

You WoulD thiNk that our 
gang would push back against condes-
cension of this kind, but studies also 
show that of all the victims of patron-
izing speech, older people are the least 
likely to protest, at least publicly. This 
is probably because we’re more polite 
and because the offence is considered 
to be harmless by society at large. 
a review that appeared last year in 
the Winnipeg Free Press of the movie 
Cloudburst, about an aging gay couple, 
carried a headline that sort of says it 
all: “Film treats lesbians with respect 
but patronizes seniors.” or we may 
have become inured to ageist condes-
cension because so much of it comes 
in the form of asteism.1 a friend of 
mine, a man in his late 60s who regu-
larly goes on demanding cycling holi-
days in europe and central america, 
says he’s tired of other younger cyclists 
telling him what an “inspiration” he is. 
“i don’t want to be an inspiration,” he 
says. “i just want to ride my bicycle.” 

other classic backhanded ageist com-
pliments include: 

“You look great for your age.”
“he/she is remarkably with it for a 

man/woman of his/her age.”
“i only hope i can skate/run/dance 

like that when i’m your age.”
Such comments may seem flattering, 

but they’re actually different ways of 
saying, “You’re lucky you’re still alive.” 
Perhaps it’s time we push back; time 
we ended the gentleman’s agreement 
not to rock the boat when people put 
us down. in some places, the tide is al-

ready turning, and the image of the old 
inflicted by negative speech and image 
is being turned on its head. one of the 
signature tV ads that debuted at this 
year’s Super Bowl, that of taco Bell, 
portrays a group of nursing home resi-
dents escaping “custody” at night and 
embarking on a bacchanal that would 
put spring break to shame. Whatever 
these octogenarian desperados are, it’s 
not “mature” or “elderly,” and they’re 
certainly not “acting their age.”

That’s why i came up with “Zoomer” 
(boomer with zip/Znaimer + boomer); 
a word that connotes optimism and 
drive, a word that epitomizes vitality 
in age, a word with which people hap-
pily identify and has as much to do 

with attitude as chronology. 
But that doesn’t solve the initial 

problem of naming the various age-
groups that make up the large demo-
graphic i want to encompass under 
Zoomerhood. Because, as there’s been 
no social consensus on the points of 
inflection or their names, in 2008, one 
of my first tries at reform for advertis-
ers and sociologists looked like this: 
45-65: boomer; 65-85: senior; 85-100: 
elder; 100-plus: immortal 

after discussing all this with col-
leagues, i came to the conclusion that 
my first divisions were too broad on 
one hand and too language-loaded 
on the other. But when we tried to be 
more precise and language-neutral, 
we kept ending up with categories that 
were either dull or confusing or both. 
For example: 45-55: early middle; 
55-65: late middle; 65-75: young old; 
75-90: middle old; 90-100: old old; 
100-110: centenarian; 110-plus: super 
centenarian. 

See what i mean? Words can lift us 
up, or they can bring us down. The 
words we choose or have to choose 
from convey our thoughts and atti-
tudes even while influencing them. 

More than just a new taxonomy, we 
need a whole new range of language 
to articulate the increasingly complex 
experience that aging now encom-
passes. after all, language is a living, 
evolving thing that should embrace 
all the changes that occur in our life-
times. Maybe you have suggestions? 
if so, please mail or e-mail me with 
them. i welcome ideas for new words 
to describe us in all our aspects and 
ages, words with the power of “geezer” 
and “crone” but with, perhaps, a bit 
more nobility. if the inuit have 100 dif-
ferent terms for all the different kinds 
of snow, we can at least use a few more 
to describe our situation. Just bear in 
mind: we aren’t “dear” and we aren’t 
“we.” “Senior”? Possibly but only if it’s 
accompanied by a discount. 

chapter 32

the zoomer    philosophy
by moses znaimer

I

War of the Words
the language of age 
anD the Dynamics of 

DisRespect

1 The classic insult disguised as a 
compliment – apparently learning new 
words helps to ward off Alzheimer’s.

“With your coupons, veterans 
and seniors discounts, it appears 

we owe you $5.38.”

“Every man would live long,  
but no one would be old” 

—Jonathan Swift
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like chocolate Frost-
ies, the malty, soft ice cream 
you get in a cup at Wendy’s, 
the burger chain. So last sum-
mer, when they ran a promo-

tion, a small for a dollar, i decided to 
take advantage of it and stopped at an 
outlet near the airport one afternoon. 
When the teen serving brought me my 
treat, though, he asked for $1.69. 
“hey,” i said, “what about the dollar 
special?” “oh,” he laughed, “that was 
just a summer deal. it’s September 
now.” “Gosh,” i said, “that’s too bad,” 
evidently looking very disappointed. 
“in that case, please give me the 
medium, which gets you twice as 
much for only 20 cents more.” But by 
now, he was looking at me differently. 
“know what?” he said. “how about i 
give you the seniors discount?” caught 
short by this first ever occasion of be-
ing called senior, i laughed out loud, 
thinking, “Senior!? Moi?! ha!” Was i 
not the guy the Globe and Mail had 
once called “the hippest man in can-
ada?” Senior!? oh, the indignity! or 
was the kid just being nice, perhaps 
even expressing respect? either way, i 
pocketed the 17 cent saving with a 
shrug, thanked him for mentioning it 
(many businesses offer such discounts, 
but you have to ask for them) and 
thoroughly enjoyed my dollar and 
fifty-two cent small. 

later, when i realized the deeper 
point of the exchange, i wasn’t of-
fended. i thought it was funny. But i 

also realized i had stumbled over the 
insidious language of age epitomized, 
in this case, by the problem word “sen-
ior.” Gerontologist Dee Wadsworth 
says that she uses the phrase “older 
adult” as opposed to “senior” in her 
practice because when boomers hear 
the word “seniors,” they think some-
one is referring to their parents. Mar-
garet Wente might have put it best in  
the Feb. 9 issue of her Globe and Mail 
column (“Why 65 isn’t 60”) when she 
wrote that, while the very thought of 
a seniors discount or of a seniors day 
is “undeniably depressing, more de-
pressing still is that people think you 
are eligible for it.”

The experience of aging as portrayed 
in our culture has not generally been 
positive, let alone enjoyable. So, from 
the moment i decided to launch this 
new Movement for a Society Moving 
into older age, i knew that a big part of 
the challenge lay in language, because 
so many of the words and phrases used 
popularly to describe aging are overtly 
negative or subtly condescending or 
digs disguised as compliments. “old” 
is the first one; and the related words 
“mature,” “older,” “senior,” “elder” and 
such make people nervous.

i ran “mature” past a friend. he 
winced and said, “i’d rather be called 
a geezer.” at least “geezer” has some 
oomph; it denotes power (if cranky) 
and humour, both of which “mature” 
lacks. “Senior” is less pompous than 
“mature” but is somehow bland and 
ineffectual. “elder” is strangely better 
than the off-putting “elderly” as it de-
notes wisdom. a hundred years ago, 
let alone a thousand, these categories 
wouldn’t have been needed; you were 
old for a short time, as early as 40 or 
50, and then you died. But today we 
live long enough that, like black civil 
rights activists and feminists before us, 
we need to either codify new positive 
language or rehabilitate old words to 
describe ourselves. Sylvia Stead, pub-

lic editor at the Globe and Mail wrote 
recently in a piece about that paper’s 
style and standards practices, “every-
body deserves to be called what they 
want to be called.” The trouble with 
our demo is that we haven’t decided 
yet what we want to be called. But we 
know what we don’t want to be called.

here, based on a loose survey round 
the office, are the top Four cringe-
worthy pet peeves for negative stereo-
typing:
1. “Dear” Maybe the most ubiqui-
tous and insidious verbal ageism of 
all. in the april 2009 issue of Zoomer, 
Rona Maynard wrote a story titled 
“Don’t call Me Dear!” in which she 
describes a friend of hers, an amateur 
pilot and award-winning entrepreneur 
of a certain age, who exploded when a 
waiter in a restaurant addressed her 
with the “D-word.” When the waiter, 
chastened, brought the bill, it included 
a personal message: “Thanks, Babe.” 
Maynard’s friend left a large tip.
2. “We” as in “and how are we to-
day?” This is the Royal We turned into 
the infantile We, directed at you by a 
younger someone who’s trying to be 
oh-so-helpful.
3. “TWilighT Years” could any 
phrase be more patronizing? Besides, 
twilight is not necessarily a happy time. 
“as only New Yorkers know,” said Dor-
othy Parker, “if you can get through 
the twilight, you’ll live through the 
night.” The only phrase that approach-
es it for bleakness is “Bucket list,” 
which reduces to the status of debris 
the things you’ve not yet managed to 
do and have now to cram into your 
sad few remaining days on earth.
4. “aging BaBY Boomers” The 
same way that “Young Professionals” 
implies that the old can’t be profes-
sionals, “aging Baby Boomers” im-
plies that only the older age. Babies 
are aging, teenagers are aging, every-
one is aging. to emphasize the adjec-
tive next to boomers is to use it as a 

>Coming nexT issue … RetiRe oR Die: when Does “olD” begin anD how olD is too olD?

synonym for decline.
in institutional settings, “dear” and 

“we” have been identified by geron-
tologists as “elderspeak”: “[elder-
speak is] speaking unusually slowly, 
using a restricted vocabulary, simpli-
fied syntax and exaggerated prosody 
[sing-song speech].” in other words, 
speaking the way you might to an in-
fant or to a newly arrived immigrant 
who spoke no english. The assump-
tion underlying elderspeak is that all 
people, once they’re “old,” are cogni-
tively impaired. Studies have shown 
that elderspeak can have a negative 
impact on both the physical and men-
tal health of the people at which it’s 
directed. effectively, it becomes a self-
fulfilling prophecy. We are not just 
what we eat, it seems; we are also what 
we are called. 

You WoulD thiNk that our 
gang would push back against condes-
cension of this kind, but studies also 
show that of all the victims of patron-
izing speech, older people are the least 
likely to protest, at least publicly. This 
is probably because we’re more polite 
and because the offence is considered 
to be harmless by society at large. 
a review that appeared last year in 
the Winnipeg Free Press of the movie 
Cloudburst, about an aging gay couple, 
carried a headline that sort of says it 
all: “Film treats lesbians with respect 
but patronizes seniors.” or we may 
have become inured to ageist condes-
cension because so much of it comes 
in the form of asteism.1 a friend of 
mine, a man in his late 60s who regu-
larly goes on demanding cycling holi-
days in europe and central america, 
says he’s tired of other younger cyclists 
telling him what an “inspiration” he is. 
“i don’t want to be an inspiration,” he 
says. “i just want to ride my bicycle.” 

other classic backhanded ageist com-
pliments include: 

“You look great for your age.”
“he/she is remarkably with it for a 

man/woman of his/her age.”
“i only hope i can skate/run/dance 

like that when i’m your age.”
Such comments may seem flattering, 

but they’re actually different ways of 
saying, “You’re lucky you’re still alive.” 
Perhaps it’s time we push back; time 
we ended the gentleman’s agreement 
not to rock the boat when people put 
us down. in some places, the tide is al-

ready turning, and the image of the old 
inflicted by negative speech and image 
is being turned on its head. one of the 
signature tV ads that debuted at this 
year’s Super Bowl, that of taco Bell, 
portrays a group of nursing home resi-
dents escaping “custody” at night and 
embarking on a bacchanal that would 
put spring break to shame. Whatever 
these octogenarian desperados are, it’s 
not “mature” or “elderly,” and they’re 
certainly not “acting their age.”

That’s why i came up with “Zoomer” 
(boomer with zip/Znaimer + boomer); 
a word that connotes optimism and 
drive, a word that epitomizes vitality 
in age, a word with which people hap-
pily identify and has as much to do 

with attitude as chronology. 
But that doesn’t solve the initial 

problem of naming the various age-
groups that make up the large demo-
graphic i want to encompass under 
Zoomerhood. Because, as there’s been 
no social consensus on the points of 
inflection or their names, in 2008, one 
of my first tries at reform for advertis-
ers and sociologists looked like this: 
45-65: boomer; 65-85: senior; 85-100: 
elder; 100-plus: immortal 

after discussing all this with col-
leagues, i came to the conclusion that 
my first divisions were too broad on 
one hand and too language-loaded 
on the other. But when we tried to be 
more precise and language-neutral, 
we kept ending up with categories that 
were either dull or confusing or both. 
For example: 45-55: early middle; 
55-65: late middle; 65-75: young old; 
75-90: middle old; 90-100: old old; 
100-110: centenarian; 110-plus: super 
centenarian. 

See what i mean? Words can lift us 
up, or they can bring us down. The 
words we choose or have to choose 
from convey our thoughts and atti-
tudes even while influencing them. 

More than just a new taxonomy, we 
need a whole new range of language 
to articulate the increasingly complex 
experience that aging now encom-
passes. after all, language is a living, 
evolving thing that should embrace 
all the changes that occur in our life-
times. Maybe you have suggestions? 
if so, please mail or e-mail me with 
them. i welcome ideas for new words 
to describe us in all our aspects and 
ages, words with the power of “geezer” 
and “crone” but with, perhaps, a bit 
more nobility. if the inuit have 100 dif-
ferent terms for all the different kinds 
of snow, we can at least use a few more 
to describe our situation. Just bear in 
mind: we aren’t “dear” and we aren’t 
“we.” “Senior”? Possibly but only if it’s 
accompanied by a discount. 

chapter 32

the zoomer    philosophy
by moses znaimer

I

War of the Words
the language of age 
anD the Dynamics of 

DisRespect

1 The classic insult disguised as a 
compliment – apparently learning new 
words helps to ward off Alzheimer’s.

“With your coupons, veterans 
and seniors discounts, it appears 

we owe you $5.38.”

“Every man would live long,  
but no one would be old” 

—Jonathan Swift
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hen PoPe Benedict 
XVI resigned as Cath-
olic leader at the age of 
85, citing advanced 

age and flagging strength, he was the 
first pope to do so in 600 years and the 
first in history ever to retire. In an age 
of longevity, death need no longer be 
the likeliest way to withdraw from a 
major job; whereas, of the 265 popes 
who reigned since St. Peter (the first 
pope), 255 died in office. of the 10 
who “resigned,” four were banished or 
deposed, two were dismissed for cor-
ruption, one for incompetence, one 
for reasons unknown and one was 
both deposed and corrupt. (This was 
Benedict IX, who held the office three 
different times and who was both the 
youngest pope ever – 20 years old his 
first time around – and the first pope 
to ever sell the papacy to someone 
else.) only two popes have ever re-
signed voluntarily: Gregory XII, who 
stepped aside in 1415 to end an im-
passe called the Western Schism; and 
Benedict XVI who, by stepping down 
for age-related reasons, now becomes, 
in a way, Benedict the Retiree.  

But it isn’t just the pope’s decision 
to retire that’s revolutionary; it’s also 
the reaction of people I’ve spoken to 
about his decision. Most of that reac-
tion has been approving. eighty-five 
seems to strike people as an appropri-
ate new age at which to pack in a high-
pressure, high-maintenance job, even 
for someone who hasn’t been having 
health problems, as the Pope has. It 
is a kind of actuarial sleight-of-hand. 
Suddenly, the previous retirement 
benchmark of 65 seems somehow out-

of-date, and the Pope’s new bench-
mark, 85, seems appropriate. What’s 
going on? In my last chapter, I talked 
about our need for new words and 
phrases to accurately describe today’s 
new experience of aging. What exactly 
are we talking about these days, then, 
when we talk about “old?” 

A clue to the answer may be found 
in a paper that was released from the 
Max Planck Institute for Demograph-
ic Research in Germany, just about 
the time the pope was stepping down. 
According to the study, life expectancy 
has increased further and faster in the 
113 years since 1900 than it did in the 
200,000 years of human history before 
1900. In practical terms, that means 
that a 72-year-old man living in Japan 
or Sweden today has the same odds of 
dying as a prehistoric hunter-gatherer 
had at 30. In historical terms at least, 
72 has become the new 30. In such a 
context, to get back to Benedict, 85 
may well be a perfectly reasonable 
new age for the pope or the guy down 
the street to retire. But wait. The Max 
Planck study also found that human 
mortality is a freak among mammal-
ian lifespan, far more “plastic and 
capable of manipulation than any-
one has imagined.” This means that 
a functional lifespan of 125 or 150 in 
the near future is not unthinkable; in 
fact, many predict it. If so, maybe 85 
is still too young to retire. Maybe the 
Pope jumped the gun. either way, it’s 
obvious that the dizzying rise in aver-
age human lifespan has rendered the 
word “old” so subjective that it might 
be hard to ever get it back to where 
two separate people can agree on  
what it means. 

Take what you might call The Age 
no one Wants to Be indicator; i.e., 
the age in a given culture and at a 
given time that is synonymous with 
the point at which old age itself 
is thought to begin. As late as the 
1800s, the concept of The Age no 

one Wants to Be didn’t really exist,  
largely because old Age as a mass 
experience didn’t yet exist. The 
average lifespan of a european in the  
year 1800 was about 40 (making 
people then closer in longevity to 
prehistoric hunter-gatherers than 
to us). There was really no old age 
demographic, so to speak; there  
were just people who were about to die 
and then did. It wasn’t until the mid-
20th century, when average lifespan 
had risen to just over 60 for men  
and 66 for women, that the dreaded 
Age no one Wanted to Be raised its 
head, and that age was 40. Forty was 
the line beyond which you started 
to become old, and no woman was 
supposed to wear a bikini. The most 
famous avatar of 40 as the point of 
no return was Jack Benny, the iconic 
comedian who, when he turned 54 
in 1948, decided that he was really 
39 and would remain so forever. 
(This is the same Jack Benny who 
once said: “Age is strictly a case of 
mind over matter. If you don’t mind, 
it doesn’t matter.”) The maxim “Life 
begins at 40” first appeared as the 
title of a bestselling self-help book by 
American psychologist Walter Pitkin 
in 1932, a classic overcompensation 
to the widely held suspicion that the 
opposite was true. By the 1970s, 50 
had started to replace 40 as the line 
between vigour and age. Today, we’re 
testing other old-age Rubicons: the 
Pope’s 85 or a British government 
survey conducted in January of this 
year which found that Britons now 
believe the moment when old age 
is reached is “precisely 59 years, two 
months and two weeks.”1 In other 
words, 60 has replaced 40 as the 
crossing over into “old” age line, at the 
same time that our actual “death” line, 
i.e., our average lifespan, has moved to 
78-plus for men and 84 for women. 

>Coming next issue … The end of The Road: when do we sTop dRiving? and who decides?

CoMPLICATInG WhAT “oLD” 
means today even more is how much 
variance you get when you break the 
adult demographic into sub-groups. 
I’ve referred before to the fact that 
many people over 50 report feeling 
at least 10 years younger than their 
actual age. Well, it also turns out that 
a substantial percentage of 65- to 
74-year-olds feel 15 years younger 
than their age; and many 75-year-olds 
feel 20 years younger.2 

This shows that even though the 
average 70-year-old is considered 
10 years past the “old-age” line, he 
or she in their own mind actually 
thinks they’ve got many years to go 
to reach “old.” Meanwhile, people 
who live in public housing report that 
old age starts five years earlier than 
people who own their own homes; 
and people who are unemployed say 
old age begins up to nine years earlier 
than those who have full-time jobs.3 
So, if old is no longer related to even 
a loosely accepted number and, as the 
New York Times noted in 1991, “All 
our age benchmarks, which used to 
seem solid as rocks, have turned into 
shifting sands,” what do we actually 
mean these days when we call some-
one “old?”  Most of the time, it would 
appear the word is used as an all-pur-
pose synonym for physical conditions 
like infirmity or debility or personality 
traits like obsolescence or obstinacy; 
thereby reinforcing the inherent nega-
tivity of the word.

Before the conclave that just pro-
duced Pope Francis I, in all the fren-
zied speculation about who might be 
crowned, not one commentator men-
tioned the 76-year-old cardinal from 
Buenos Aires because fashion had it 
that Bergoglio was too old. he was 

excluded on grounds of age alone. But 
the cardinals did not agree, and so he 
was elected.

noW, LoGIC MIGhT tell you that 
a major reason why no popes retired 
before Benedict XVI was that they 
didn’t live long enough. But logic 
would be wrong. of the 10 longest-
lived popes in history, six were born 
in the 1600s or earlier. In an age 
when average longevity ranged from 
35 to 40, these pontiffs lived to an 
average age of 85. If life for the vast 
majority of people at the time was, as 
their contemporary Thomas hobbes 

wrote, “nasty, brutish and short,” for 
the popes it was anything but. In fact, 
these popes lived on average longer 
than the popes who immediately 
preceded Benedict XVI during the 
20th century. They were outliers of the 
most spectacular sort; for a present-
day pope to equal the proportional 
age advantage they enjoyed over their 
non-papal peers in their time, he 
would have to live to be 160.4

What was their secret? You might 
suggest it was their superior wealth 
and resulting nutrition and care and, 
undoubtedly, those were factors – but 
they accomplished the feat without 

modern medicine, particularly anti-
biotics, which according to the Max 
Planck Institute study, have been 
largely responsible for our own “mir-
aculous” rise in longevity. You could 
say that they were close to God, but so, 
arguably, were the modern popes, but 
they’ve been treading water lifespan-
wise. You could raise the possibility 
that they were more likely to have 
been sexually active than their suc-
cessors (my second-favourite theory) 
but, alas, abstinence for priests was 
formally adopted by the church 100 
years before the earliest of them was 
born, even though the jury is still out 

as to whether or not they practised 
it. But my favourite theory, the one 
that comes intuitively to me, is the 
explanation from engagement. The 
past popes were not simply men of 
God but men of the world. Their lives 
were as political and commercial as 
they were ecclesiastical. They hustled 
and bought and sold and made deals; 
they were fired and rehired; they en-
dured personal scandals that would 
have made a tabloid-writer blanch. In 
short, they were fully engaged, very 
busy people, too busy probably to 
wonder what being old was or wheth-
er they had crossed the dreaded line 
into its clutches.

I suggest that we all do the same. 

chapter 33

the zoomer    philosophy
by moses znaimer

W
benedict’s Last Lesson

whaT we Talk abouT 
when we Talk abouT old

2 Pew Research Center study, 2009, Paul 
Taylor, executive vice-president and 
principal author of the survey in question
3 Survey, Department for Works and 
Pensions, British Government, 2012

1Survey, Department for Works and 
Pensions, British Government, 2013 

4 Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
List_of_ages_of_popesph
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hen PoPe Benedict 
XVI resigned as Cath-
olic leader at the age of 
85, citing advanced 

age and flagging strength, he was the 
first pope to do so in 600 years and the 
first in history ever to retire. In an age 
of longevity, death need no longer be 
the likeliest way to withdraw from a 
major job; whereas, of the 265 popes 
who reigned since St. Peter (the first 
pope), 255 died in office. of the 10 
who “resigned,” four were banished or 
deposed, two were dismissed for cor-
ruption, one for incompetence, one 
for reasons unknown and one was 
both deposed and corrupt. (This was 
Benedict IX, who held the office three 
different times and who was both the 
youngest pope ever – 20 years old his 
first time around – and the first pope 
to ever sell the papacy to someone 
else.) only two popes have ever re-
signed voluntarily: Gregory XII, who 
stepped aside in 1415 to end an im-
passe called the Western Schism; and 
Benedict XVI who, by stepping down 
for age-related reasons, now becomes, 
in a way, Benedict the Retiree.  

But it isn’t just the pope’s decision 
to retire that’s revolutionary; it’s also 
the reaction of people I’ve spoken to 
about his decision. Most of that reac-
tion has been approving. eighty-five 
seems to strike people as an appropri-
ate new age at which to pack in a high-
pressure, high-maintenance job, even 
for someone who hasn’t been having 
health problems, as the Pope has. It 
is a kind of actuarial sleight-of-hand. 
Suddenly, the previous retirement 
benchmark of 65 seems somehow out-

of-date, and the Pope’s new bench-
mark, 85, seems appropriate. What’s 
going on? In my last chapter, I talked 
about our need for new words and 
phrases to accurately describe today’s 
new experience of aging. What exactly 
are we talking about these days, then, 
when we talk about “old?” 

A clue to the answer may be found 
in a paper that was released from the 
Max Planck Institute for Demograph-
ic Research in Germany, just about 
the time the pope was stepping down. 
According to the study, life expectancy 
has increased further and faster in the 
113 years since 1900 than it did in the 
200,000 years of human history before 
1900. In practical terms, that means 
that a 72-year-old man living in Japan 
or Sweden today has the same odds of 
dying as a prehistoric hunter-gatherer 
had at 30. In historical terms at least, 
72 has become the new 30. In such a 
context, to get back to Benedict, 85 
may well be a perfectly reasonable 
new age for the pope or the guy down 
the street to retire. But wait. The Max 
Planck study also found that human 
mortality is a freak among mammal-
ian lifespan, far more “plastic and 
capable of manipulation than any-
one has imagined.” This means that 
a functional lifespan of 125 or 150 in 
the near future is not unthinkable; in 
fact, many predict it. If so, maybe 85 
is still too young to retire. Maybe the 
Pope jumped the gun. either way, it’s 
obvious that the dizzying rise in aver-
age human lifespan has rendered the 
word “old” so subjective that it might 
be hard to ever get it back to where 
two separate people can agree on  
what it means. 

Take what you might call The Age 
no one Wants to Be indicator; i.e., 
the age in a given culture and at a 
given time that is synonymous with 
the point at which old age itself 
is thought to begin. As late as the 
1800s, the concept of The Age no 

one Wants to Be didn’t really exist,  
largely because old Age as a mass 
experience didn’t yet exist. The 
average lifespan of a european in the  
year 1800 was about 40 (making 
people then closer in longevity to 
prehistoric hunter-gatherers than 
to us). There was really no old age 
demographic, so to speak; there  
were just people who were about to die 
and then did. It wasn’t until the mid-
20th century, when average lifespan 
had risen to just over 60 for men  
and 66 for women, that the dreaded 
Age no one Wanted to Be raised its 
head, and that age was 40. Forty was 
the line beyond which you started 
to become old, and no woman was 
supposed to wear a bikini. The most 
famous avatar of 40 as the point of 
no return was Jack Benny, the iconic 
comedian who, when he turned 54 
in 1948, decided that he was really 
39 and would remain so forever. 
(This is the same Jack Benny who 
once said: “Age is strictly a case of 
mind over matter. If you don’t mind, 
it doesn’t matter.”) The maxim “Life 
begins at 40” first appeared as the 
title of a bestselling self-help book by 
American psychologist Walter Pitkin 
in 1932, a classic overcompensation 
to the widely held suspicion that the 
opposite was true. By the 1970s, 50 
had started to replace 40 as the line 
between vigour and age. Today, we’re 
testing other old-age Rubicons: the 
Pope’s 85 or a British government 
survey conducted in January of this 
year which found that Britons now 
believe the moment when old age 
is reached is “precisely 59 years, two 
months and two weeks.”1 In other 
words, 60 has replaced 40 as the 
crossing over into “old” age line, at the 
same time that our actual “death” line, 
i.e., our average lifespan, has moved to 
78-plus for men and 84 for women. 

>Coming next issue … The end of The Road: when do we sTop dRiving? and who decides?

CoMPLICATInG WhAT “oLD” 
means today even more is how much 
variance you get when you break the 
adult demographic into sub-groups. 
I’ve referred before to the fact that 
many people over 50 report feeling 
at least 10 years younger than their 
actual age. Well, it also turns out that 
a substantial percentage of 65- to 
74-year-olds feel 15 years younger 
than their age; and many 75-year-olds 
feel 20 years younger.2 

This shows that even though the 
average 70-year-old is considered 
10 years past the “old-age” line, he 
or she in their own mind actually 
thinks they’ve got many years to go 
to reach “old.” Meanwhile, people 
who live in public housing report that 
old age starts five years earlier than 
people who own their own homes; 
and people who are unemployed say 
old age begins up to nine years earlier 
than those who have full-time jobs.3 
So, if old is no longer related to even 
a loosely accepted number and, as the 
New York Times noted in 1991, “All 
our age benchmarks, which used to 
seem solid as rocks, have turned into 
shifting sands,” what do we actually 
mean these days when we call some-
one “old?”  Most of the time, it would 
appear the word is used as an all-pur-
pose synonym for physical conditions 
like infirmity or debility or personality 
traits like obsolescence or obstinacy; 
thereby reinforcing the inherent nega-
tivity of the word.

Before the conclave that just pro-
duced Pope Francis I, in all the fren-
zied speculation about who might be 
crowned, not one commentator men-
tioned the 76-year-old cardinal from 
Buenos Aires because fashion had it 
that Bergoglio was too old. he was 

excluded on grounds of age alone. But 
the cardinals did not agree, and so he 
was elected.

noW, LoGIC MIGhT tell you that 
a major reason why no popes retired 
before Benedict XVI was that they 
didn’t live long enough. But logic 
would be wrong. of the 10 longest-
lived popes in history, six were born 
in the 1600s or earlier. In an age 
when average longevity ranged from 
35 to 40, these pontiffs lived to an 
average age of 85. If life for the vast 
majority of people at the time was, as 
their contemporary Thomas hobbes 

wrote, “nasty, brutish and short,” for 
the popes it was anything but. In fact, 
these popes lived on average longer 
than the popes who immediately 
preceded Benedict XVI during the 
20th century. They were outliers of the 
most spectacular sort; for a present-
day pope to equal the proportional 
age advantage they enjoyed over their 
non-papal peers in their time, he 
would have to live to be 160.4

What was their secret? You might 
suggest it was their superior wealth 
and resulting nutrition and care and, 
undoubtedly, those were factors – but 
they accomplished the feat without 

modern medicine, particularly anti-
biotics, which according to the Max 
Planck Institute study, have been 
largely responsible for our own “mir-
aculous” rise in longevity. You could 
say that they were close to God, but so, 
arguably, were the modern popes, but 
they’ve been treading water lifespan-
wise. You could raise the possibility 
that they were more likely to have 
been sexually active than their suc-
cessors (my second-favourite theory) 
but, alas, abstinence for priests was 
formally adopted by the church 100 
years before the earliest of them was 
born, even though the jury is still out 

as to whether or not they practised 
it. But my favourite theory, the one 
that comes intuitively to me, is the 
explanation from engagement. The 
past popes were not simply men of 
God but men of the world. Their lives 
were as political and commercial as 
they were ecclesiastical. They hustled 
and bought and sold and made deals; 
they were fired and rehired; they en-
dured personal scandals that would 
have made a tabloid-writer blanch. In 
short, they were fully engaged, very 
busy people, too busy probably to 
wonder what being old was or wheth-
er they had crossed the dreaded line 
into its clutches.

I suggest that we all do the same. 

chapter 33

the zoomer    philosophy
by moses znaimer

W
benedict’s Last Lesson

whaT we Talk abouT 
when we Talk abouT old

2 Pew Research Center study, 2009, Paul 
Taylor, executive vice-president and 
principal author of the survey in question
3 Survey, Department for Works and 
Pensions, British Government, 2012

1Survey, Department for Works and 
Pensions, British Government, 2013 

4 Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
List_of_ages_of_popesph
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T he first car i ever 
bought was a 1954 Jaguar 
XK-120 Drophead coupe. 
i saw it one day in 1965, 

walking back from the old cBc radio 
building where i’d just interviewed for 
my first media job. i turned the cor-
ner at Jarvis and carlton in toronto, 
and there it was, parked by the curb, 
a gorgeous sports car with the curvy, 
sweeping lines that made it look like 
its name. i knew it was beautiful and 
rare and costly, and i was just out of 
school and just about broke; but still, 
for some reason, i jotted down the li-
cence plate number. The next morning, 
compounding my folly, i showed up at 
the Motor Vehicle Bureau and asked 
if i could have the name and address 
of the registered owner. i was told, 
not unreasonably, that they couldn’t 
be provided as it was against policy, 
without exceptional circumstances. 
Over the space of a couple of hours, i 
attempted to persuade several people 
that my admiration and interest were 
exceptional, but they remained un-
moved. Not quite knowing what to 
do next, i sat down for a moment to 
think. By that time, it was lunch and, 
as everyone in the office cleared out on 
break, one woman whose face i never 
saw, and for reasons i’ll never know, 
slipped me a piece of paper as she 
walked by with the name and phone 
number of the owner on it!  

it turned out that Bill (the owner) 
was a wealthy 86-year-old who lived in 
a mansion on sherbourne street and 
who had zero interest in selling his car. 
When i persisted, he told me, snappily, 

to go away.  instead, i kept calling him 
over the next few days and, finally, he 
agreed to see me. his wife had died 
many years earlier, but i found out 
Bill, a very positive guy, had a younger 
girlfriend, a gal in her mid-70s, with 
whom he liked to go dancing; and, 
apparently, she was having trouble 
getting in and out of the low-slung 
convertible. “Well then,” i suggested 
helpfully, “why not sell me the 120 
and buy yourself one of these snazzy 
new Mustangs that are just hitting 
the market.”  “Get a red one,” i added. 
“she’ll like that, your girl.” amazingly, 
he went for it. “Okay, okay, i’ll sell it,” 
he conceded. “But, you know, Jaguars 
are expensive.” “Bill,” i said, “you can 
have any amount of money you want 
for it, as long as it’s $850. i’ve got a 
thousand dollars to my name, and i 
need $150 for the insurance.”  There 
followed a pause that seemed to go 
on forever, but finally he flashed me a 
smile and put out his hand to shake. 
so Bill bought a flaming red Mustang 
and sold me the Jag for 850 bucks, 
which i took as a great omen launch-
ing me into my working life. implaus-
ibly, by dint of taste and persistence, 
i’d acquired something beautiful and 
valuable to which i couldn’t otherwise 
aspire. i also got the job at the cBc. 
The car, and driving it, became for me 
a symbol of daring, freedom and in-
dependence.   

i thought of the XK-120 recently 
when a series of stories made the news 
involving a different kind of “driving” 
theme: the end of driving, enforced or 
otherwise, for aging people. anyone 
who’s had this experience, or knows 
a friend or family member who has, 
also knows that it’s as traumatic as the 
getting of “wheels” is liberating. hav-
ing to stop driving collapses the world 
around you. to maintain mobility is 
to maintain engagement in a world 
larger than your immediate home or 
neighbourhood; it’s a metaphor for 

mastery of your own life. to lose mo-
bility is to feel that mastery begin to 
slip. and the people affected by this 
reverse rite of passage are anything 
but a marginal driving demographic. 
as our population ages, the number 
of older drivers is increasing propor-
tionally. in 2009, there were already 
three million canadians over 65 with  
drivers licences, 200,000 of whom 
were over 85. according to statistics 
canada, three-quarters of older can-
adians drive. 

Which is Why the stories i was 
reading were so disturbing. The most 
notorious involved the infamous 
“snitch line,” which was established 
briefly in sudbury, Ont. The program 
was originally set up to encourage 
people to call the local crime stop-
pers tip line anonymously and report 
dangerous drivers; but the trouble hit 
when police began to stress reporting 
elder drivers (who, they claimed, were 
involved in almost as many collisions 
as drivers under 25), and plainclothes 
policemen started showing up at said 
seniors’ doors to suggest that maybe 
they should consider surrendering 
their licences or availing themselves of 
other possible “help” the police could 
provide.  The visits were “shocking” 
and “intimidating,” and the reaction 
was immediate and negative, even 
from people outside canada. 

The senior snitch line was prob-
ably well-intentioned. according to 
Greater sudbury police chief frank 
elsner, the vast majority of driving 
complaints to the force, and not just 
the tip line, were from “family mem-
bers that do not want to have that 
very difficult conversation with their 
mother and father … so we get the 
call, and then we’re the bad guy.” in ef-
fect, the police were acting as hit men 
for family stool pigeons. it was a per-
fect example of the double-barrelled 
way senior driver regulations in this 

>Coming next issue … (Older) BOys and Girls TOGeTher: aGinG, MaTinG, daTinG and relaTinG.

country are failing everybody. On one 
hand, the mechanisms tend to stigma-
tize older drivers in general, which can 
lead to even competent older drivers 
losing their licences. On the other, the 
specific senior driving tests that most  
provinces administer tend to be so 
inadequate that some people who in-
deed shouldn’t be driving are still on 
the road. What’s clearly missing are 
effective standardized driving tests 
that are applied universally, 
at regular intervals, to the 
driving population at large, 
regardless of age. 

i’M NOt saying that there 
aren’t seniors driving who 
shouldn’t be, people who 
because of dementia or sen-
sory deficits pose a danger to 
others and themselves. i am 
saying that the lack of fair, 
non-stigmatizing, meaning-
ful driver testing for seniors – 
indeed, all adults subsequent 
to first licensing – has created 
a legitimate grievance among 
our demographic along 
with an atmosphere of mistrust that’s 
fuelled by a lot of conflicting informa-
tion, some reliable, some not. take the 
area of automobile insurance. in 2009, 
Denis Olorenshaw, a 92-year-old to-
rontonian, filed a complaint before 
the Ontario human rights tribunal, 
claiming that his insurance company, 
Western assurance, was discrimin-
ating against him on an age basis by 
charging him $250 more yearly for in-
suring his toyota than it was charging 
his 62-year-old daughter for coverage 
for exactly the same model car. The 
insurance company argued that the 
difference was justified by the elevated 
accident rate of over-80 drivers, which 
was higher than every other age group 
except the under-25 bracket. The tri-
bunal sided with the insurance com-
pany, citing the higher rates permitted 

for the under-25 group as a precedent.
it’s tempting to see this as another 

example of ageist prejudice, but the 
reality isn’t quite so simple. accord-
ing to John McGowan, the Director of 
corporate Underwriting with North-
bridge, which has been providing auto 
insurance coverage to carP members 
for years, the number of claims rises 
dramatically between the younger end 
and the older end of the carP demo-

graphic, to the point where in the older 
age groups, Northbridge is paying out 
more in claims than it’s collecting in 
premiums. “The average driver age 
78 or older is responsible for 65 per 
cent more collisions than the average 
driver in the 50 to 77 age group,” he 
says. Does Northbridge agree with the 
Ontario human rights tribunal that 
it’s reasonable, under our current ac-
tuarial-based mass system, to charge 
a higher rate for drivers over 78? yes. 
But they also strongly support fairer, 
more frequent testing over a driver’s 
entire driving career, something tony 
O’Brien, the company’s executive 
Vice-President, considers to be good 
for everyone. “it’s ridiculous that you 
can get a licence at 16,” he says, “and 
not have to be tested for another 64 
years.” as it’s obviously too expensive 

to test everybody every year, perhaps 
random or periodic testing might 
work.  if poor drivers are weeded out 
sooner across the board, maybe prices 
can come down for all of us.

so what am I advocating, keeping 
both justice and practicality in mind? 
One, standardized, statistically reli-
able driving tests, to be administered 
not just to aging drivers but all drivers 
at various intervals. two, readily avail-

able training and re-training 
programs for all adults, as 
codified by the young Driv-
ers of canada program.  
Three, if necessary, a gradu-
ated licensing system for cer-
tain adult drivers (similar to 
the one now in use for new 
drivers) to be determined 
not by age but by test score, 
so that drivers who are only 
comfortable with driving 
in daylight hours, or on city 
streets but not major high-
ways, can continue to drive 
with those restrictions. and 
four, that we accept the in-
evitable when that time 

comes, but with the caveat that the 
playing field be level.  

The Jaguar XK-120? i still have it. it 
was the first car i owned, and it will 
be the last. apparently, it’s worth a bit 
more today than it was when i bought 
it (about a hundred times more), but i 
won’t be selling it either; it’s too perfect 
a car for astonishing young children 
and turning the heads of women d’un 
certain âge. it will be a devastating mo-
ment when i can no longer drive it, i 
know, but it will help if the process 
that determines whether or not i have 
to hand in my keys is a fair and square 
one, not a function of any assumed 
frailty on my part because of my mem-
bership in a particular cohort, but an 
affirmation that i’m in the same boat 
as everyone else. That’s all any of us 
can ask. 

chapter 34

the zoomer    philosophy
by moses znaimer

The end of The road?
When dO We sTOp 
drivinG, and WhO 

decides?
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“Amazing, three failed marriages, scores of 
disastrous relationships, many financial reversals, 
and countless physical ailments, but through it all 

I’ve always had good luck parking”
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T he first car i ever 
bought was a 1954 Jaguar 
XK-120 Drophead coupe. 
i saw it one day in 1965, 

walking back from the old cBc radio 
building where i’d just interviewed for 
my first media job. i turned the cor-
ner at Jarvis and carlton in toronto, 
and there it was, parked by the curb, 
a gorgeous sports car with the curvy, 
sweeping lines that made it look like 
its name. i knew it was beautiful and 
rare and costly, and i was just out of 
school and just about broke; but still, 
for some reason, i jotted down the li-
cence plate number. The next morning, 
compounding my folly, i showed up at 
the Motor Vehicle Bureau and asked 
if i could have the name and address 
of the registered owner. i was told, 
not unreasonably, that they couldn’t 
be provided as it was against policy, 
without exceptional circumstances. 
Over the space of a couple of hours, i 
attempted to persuade several people 
that my admiration and interest were 
exceptional, but they remained un-
moved. Not quite knowing what to 
do next, i sat down for a moment to 
think. By that time, it was lunch and, 
as everyone in the office cleared out on 
break, one woman whose face i never 
saw, and for reasons i’ll never know, 
slipped me a piece of paper as she 
walked by with the name and phone 
number of the owner on it!  

it turned out that Bill (the owner) 
was a wealthy 86-year-old who lived in 
a mansion on sherbourne street and 
who had zero interest in selling his car. 
When i persisted, he told me, snappily, 

to go away.  instead, i kept calling him 
over the next few days and, finally, he 
agreed to see me. his wife had died 
many years earlier, but i found out 
Bill, a very positive guy, had a younger 
girlfriend, a gal in her mid-70s, with 
whom he liked to go dancing; and, 
apparently, she was having trouble 
getting in and out of the low-slung 
convertible. “Well then,” i suggested 
helpfully, “why not sell me the 120 
and buy yourself one of these snazzy 
new Mustangs that are just hitting 
the market.”  “Get a red one,” i added. 
“she’ll like that, your girl.” amazingly, 
he went for it. “Okay, okay, i’ll sell it,” 
he conceded. “But, you know, Jaguars 
are expensive.” “Bill,” i said, “you can 
have any amount of money you want 
for it, as long as it’s $850. i’ve got a 
thousand dollars to my name, and i 
need $150 for the insurance.”  There 
followed a pause that seemed to go 
on forever, but finally he flashed me a 
smile and put out his hand to shake. 
so Bill bought a flaming red Mustang 
and sold me the Jag for 850 bucks, 
which i took as a great omen launch-
ing me into my working life. implaus-
ibly, by dint of taste and persistence, 
i’d acquired something beautiful and 
valuable to which i couldn’t otherwise 
aspire. i also got the job at the cBc. 
The car, and driving it, became for me 
a symbol of daring, freedom and in-
dependence.   

i thought of the XK-120 recently 
when a series of stories made the news 
involving a different kind of “driving” 
theme: the end of driving, enforced or 
otherwise, for aging people. anyone 
who’s had this experience, or knows 
a friend or family member who has, 
also knows that it’s as traumatic as the 
getting of “wheels” is liberating. hav-
ing to stop driving collapses the world 
around you. to maintain mobility is 
to maintain engagement in a world 
larger than your immediate home or 
neighbourhood; it’s a metaphor for 

mastery of your own life. to lose mo-
bility is to feel that mastery begin to 
slip. and the people affected by this 
reverse rite of passage are anything 
but a marginal driving demographic. 
as our population ages, the number 
of older drivers is increasing propor-
tionally. in 2009, there were already 
three million canadians over 65 with  
drivers licences, 200,000 of whom 
were over 85. according to statistics 
canada, three-quarters of older can-
adians drive. 

Which is Why the stories i was 
reading were so disturbing. The most 
notorious involved the infamous 
“snitch line,” which was established 
briefly in sudbury, Ont. The program 
was originally set up to encourage 
people to call the local crime stop-
pers tip line anonymously and report 
dangerous drivers; but the trouble hit 
when police began to stress reporting 
elder drivers (who, they claimed, were 
involved in almost as many collisions 
as drivers under 25), and plainclothes 
policemen started showing up at said 
seniors’ doors to suggest that maybe 
they should consider surrendering 
their licences or availing themselves of 
other possible “help” the police could 
provide.  The visits were “shocking” 
and “intimidating,” and the reaction 
was immediate and negative, even 
from people outside canada. 

The senior snitch line was prob-
ably well-intentioned. according to 
Greater sudbury police chief frank 
elsner, the vast majority of driving 
complaints to the force, and not just 
the tip line, were from “family mem-
bers that do not want to have that 
very difficult conversation with their 
mother and father … so we get the 
call, and then we’re the bad guy.” in ef-
fect, the police were acting as hit men 
for family stool pigeons. it was a per-
fect example of the double-barrelled 
way senior driver regulations in this 

>Coming next issue … (Older) BOys and Girls TOGeTher: aGinG, MaTinG, daTinG and relaTinG.

country are failing everybody. On one 
hand, the mechanisms tend to stigma-
tize older drivers in general, which can 
lead to even competent older drivers 
losing their licences. On the other, the 
specific senior driving tests that most  
provinces administer tend to be so 
inadequate that some people who in-
deed shouldn’t be driving are still on 
the road. What’s clearly missing are 
effective standardized driving tests 
that are applied universally, 
at regular intervals, to the 
driving population at large, 
regardless of age. 

i’M NOt saying that there 
aren’t seniors driving who 
shouldn’t be, people who 
because of dementia or sen-
sory deficits pose a danger to 
others and themselves. i am 
saying that the lack of fair, 
non-stigmatizing, meaning-
ful driver testing for seniors – 
indeed, all adults subsequent 
to first licensing – has created 
a legitimate grievance among 
our demographic along 
with an atmosphere of mistrust that’s 
fuelled by a lot of conflicting informa-
tion, some reliable, some not. take the 
area of automobile insurance. in 2009, 
Denis Olorenshaw, a 92-year-old to-
rontonian, filed a complaint before 
the Ontario human rights tribunal, 
claiming that his insurance company, 
Western assurance, was discrimin-
ating against him on an age basis by 
charging him $250 more yearly for in-
suring his toyota than it was charging 
his 62-year-old daughter for coverage 
for exactly the same model car. The 
insurance company argued that the 
difference was justified by the elevated 
accident rate of over-80 drivers, which 
was higher than every other age group 
except the under-25 bracket. The tri-
bunal sided with the insurance com-
pany, citing the higher rates permitted 

for the under-25 group as a precedent.
it’s tempting to see this as another 

example of ageist prejudice, but the 
reality isn’t quite so simple. accord-
ing to John McGowan, the Director of 
corporate Underwriting with North-
bridge, which has been providing auto 
insurance coverage to carP members 
for years, the number of claims rises 
dramatically between the younger end 
and the older end of the carP demo-

graphic, to the point where in the older 
age groups, Northbridge is paying out 
more in claims than it’s collecting in 
premiums. “The average driver age 
78 or older is responsible for 65 per 
cent more collisions than the average 
driver in the 50 to 77 age group,” he 
says. Does Northbridge agree with the 
Ontario human rights tribunal that 
it’s reasonable, under our current ac-
tuarial-based mass system, to charge 
a higher rate for drivers over 78? yes. 
But they also strongly support fairer, 
more frequent testing over a driver’s 
entire driving career, something tony 
O’Brien, the company’s executive 
Vice-President, considers to be good 
for everyone. “it’s ridiculous that you 
can get a licence at 16,” he says, “and 
not have to be tested for another 64 
years.” as it’s obviously too expensive 

to test everybody every year, perhaps 
random or periodic testing might 
work.  if poor drivers are weeded out 
sooner across the board, maybe prices 
can come down for all of us.

so what am I advocating, keeping 
both justice and practicality in mind? 
One, standardized, statistically reli-
able driving tests, to be administered 
not just to aging drivers but all drivers 
at various intervals. two, readily avail-

able training and re-training 
programs for all adults, as 
codified by the young Driv-
ers of canada program.  
Three, if necessary, a gradu-
ated licensing system for cer-
tain adult drivers (similar to 
the one now in use for new 
drivers) to be determined 
not by age but by test score, 
so that drivers who are only 
comfortable with driving 
in daylight hours, or on city 
streets but not major high-
ways, can continue to drive 
with those restrictions. and 
four, that we accept the in-
evitable when that time 

comes, but with the caveat that the 
playing field be level.  

The Jaguar XK-120? i still have it. it 
was the first car i owned, and it will 
be the last. apparently, it’s worth a bit 
more today than it was when i bought 
it (about a hundred times more), but i 
won’t be selling it either; it’s too perfect 
a car for astonishing young children 
and turning the heads of women d’un 
certain âge. it will be a devastating mo-
ment when i can no longer drive it, i 
know, but it will help if the process 
that determines whether or not i have 
to hand in my keys is a fair and square 
one, not a function of any assumed 
frailty on my part because of my mem-
bership in a particular cohort, but an 
affirmation that i’m in the same boat 
as everyone else. That’s all any of us 
can ask. 

chapter 34

the zoomer    philosophy
by moses znaimer

The end of The road?
When dO We sTOp 
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“Amazing, three failed marriages, scores of 
disastrous relationships, many financial reversals, 
and countless physical ailments, but through it all 

I’ve always had good luck parking”
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T HE PICTURE opposite 
struck me as instantly ex-
pressive of the Zeitgeist 
when I first saw it in the 

April 18 edition of the U.K.-based 
Mail Online newspaper. The women 
ranged in age from 29 to 64, and the 
answer to the question ranged from 
“4½ years ago” to  “yesterday after-
noon.”1 That was surprising enough 
– but my surprise grew even greater 
when the accompanying article re-
vealed that “4½ years ago” belonged 
to the 29-year-old (second from left) 
and “yesterday afternoon” belonged 
to the 64-year-old single granny (far 
right).  A retired nurse now working 
as a personal trainer and dating col-
umnist, the granny, Diana Banks, re-
ported that she’d had more sex “in the 
past decade than I did … in my 30-
year marriage,” which had ended in 
divorce. On the “afternoon before” in 
question, she’d had lunch with a man 
nine years her junior, whom she’d met 
online and had gotten to know from 
phone conversations and four previ-
ous dates.  After this date, she invited 
him back to her place where “one 
thing led to another, and we ended up 
making love for the first time.”  

I regard Diana Banks’s story as ex-
tremely good news. My inclination is 
to cheer everyone on in endeavours 
like hers, at ages like ours, because 
what’s involved is what I consider the 
Life Force at its best: curiosity and 
hope in the pursuit of novelty and 
pleasure – sensual, romantic, relation-
al – at a time of life when we need it 
most; and when we may be uniquely 

positioned to enjoy it without the usual 
baggage. The anthropologist Helen 
Fisher, an adviser to online dating sites 
Match.com and Chemistry.com, points 
out that because older singles aren’t 
seeking reproductive partners, “they 
can look at a broader range of individ-
uals and are more likely to pick some-
body from different socio-economic 
or religious backgrounds.” 

We can also, coincidentally, live 
longer. A 10-year study conducted 
in the Welsh town of Caerphilly and 
surrounding villages with men aged 
45 to 59 at its outset showed that the 
risk of mortality was ultimately 50 per 
cent lower in subjects who experienced 
regular orgasms than in those who 
did not. Other studies have shown 
that regular sexual activity for women 
can ease back pain and, yes, cure 
headaches.

But beneath the sexual surprise of 
the 64-year-old Ms. Banks, there’s a 
social subtext that’s just as remark-
able. Diane isn’t just having sex, she’s 
also actively dating, thinking about 
dating and checking out the opposite 
sex, as much as another demographic 
of which she was once a part. Describ-
ing one recent encounter, she says, 
“As we lay there afterwards, laughing 
like teenagers …” In this case, “teen-
agers” is the operative word. The term 
Second Adolescence was first coined 
in the early 1970s; but it had to wait 
till the new millennium to truly come 
into its own. Today, people of our 
demographic are actively involved in 
“mating, dating and relating” that can 
be every bit as comprehensive as their 
first adolescence. Teenage High has 
been replaced by Zoomer High. Some 
of the dynamics are evocative of our 
earlier experience, and some couldn’t 
be more different. The resulting mix 
gives you an intriguing read on how 
society regards older boys and girls 
together in the year 2013.  

Of the factors that have contrib-

uted to the rise of this Second Ado-
lescence, two stand out: divorce rates 
and technology (Viagra and Hormone 
Replacement Therapy are two others). 
Divorce was once rare among older 
couples, but today one in four divorces 
in North America involves couples of 
baby boom age. Boomer-age divorces 
are the fastest-growing component of 
the overall divorce rate, so much so 
that at Match.com, 71 per cent of the 
50- to 65-year-old clients are divorced 
and only 11 per cent are widowed. 
The result is a re-creation, 40 years 
later, of a high school at lunchtime: a 
large cohort of sexually and romantic-
ally motivated single people, relatively 
unfettered by family responsibilities, 
looking for something, possibly turbo-
charged by a nagging feeling that time 
is running out.

Technology just greases the wheels. 
As Second Adolescents, we don’t have 
high schools in which to congregate, 
but we do have the Internet, which in 
its social network capacity is like high 
school writ large (what is Facebook 
but the biggest high-school yearbook 
ever compiled?). That’s why we creat-
ed the social networking site connect.
everythingzoomer.com. And when our 
users started using it to engage roman-
tically, it spawned ZoomerSingles.com, 
a dating site that has seen 73 per cent 
growth in the last year. I’m not sur-
prised. At Match.com, clients aged 50 
to 65 are the fastest growing segment, 
their numbers up almost 100 per cent 
in the last five years. 

Gian Gonzaga, senior research sci-
entist at eHarmony.com, says that 
while boomers were initially leery 
of cyberspace dating, “once you 
shove them out there, they adapt 
quickly. They remember what it’s like 
to have fun.”  

Now, I’m not claiming that every-
thing about the new adolescence is 
sweetness and light. Old habits die 
hard, especially where attitudes to 

>Coming next issue … ThE longEr WE liVE, ThE morE WE giVE: hoW longEViTY can solVE ThE EmploYmEnT crisis

women are concerned. Where 40 years 
ago, sexually active younger girls and 
women were stigmatized as “sluts,” to-
day sexually active older women are 
labelled “cougars,” with all the preda-
tory snarkiness that term implies. 
Meanwhile, sexually active men of the 
same age are admired as “players” or 
“silver foxes.” We hear it over and over 
again: men age better, they acquire not 
wrinkles and desperation but a patina, 
a certain distingué à la Sean Connery 
and can have their pick of women, 
presumably until they die; the classic 
double standard.  

The problem with this dated attitude 
is that, gender-wise, there 
are profound differences be-
tween adolescence then and 
now. That speeding boomer 
divorce rate, for instance, is 
fuelled by a brand-new trend: 
more than two-thirds of those 
divorces are initiated by wives. 
These are women getting rid 
of men who have upset them, 
irritated them or disappoint-
ed them for a long time. Their 
kids have left home and, for 
the first time in history, a 
large contingent of them is 
financially independent and 
career-minded enough not to 
be trapped in untenable re-
lationships. At the same time, there’s 
anecdotal evidence that, while women 
at this age are breaking out and ex-
ploring, men are retreating. Florida-
based counsellor Shirley Bass, who 
deals extensively with boomer marital 
issues, says, “All they [men] want is the 
computer and TV. Many women leave 
because they’ve just had it.”

The result is a gender power shift 
in dating and relationships that’s an 
exact reversal of how it was when we 
were 16 instead of 60. Forty years ago, 
males were the initiators in sexual pol-
itics, girls the passive eye candy. Not 
that this imbalance didn’t exert pres-

sure on the male half as well. After 
all, the boy may propose, but the girl 
will dispose. Thus, when I was in high 
school – a tiny parochial school with 
a tinier pool of girls – whenever I was 
set up on a blind date with a girl from 
another school and I called to intro-
duce myself, she’d invariably ask me 
two questions: “How tall are you?” (I 
wasn’t very) and “Do you have a car?” 
(I didn’t. But I did have an impossibly 
cute, curly-haired baby sister I had to 
push around in a stroller every day 
after school – mom worked – which 
turned out to be just as effective.) In 
High School 2.0, though, women are 

the proposers and men are the eye 
candy, especially as the number of 
available males starts to shrink, due to 
the difference in life expectancy. To see 
this process in graphic terms, I suggest 
you tune in to Kings Point, the new 
TV documentary-cum-reality show 
set in a large retirement community 
in Florida airing on HBO Canada. 
The disparity in the numbers of vigor-
ous women and men is such that any 
man who can still walk and talk and 
chew gum makes out like a bandit. I’m 
waiting for one of them to ask a female 
suitor if she’s tall or has a car.  

When they do meet and get togeth-

er in the flesh, Second Adolescents 
perform very differently from actual 
teenagers, who tend to be angst-rid-
den and over the top; everything is 
magnified and every day can bring the 
end of the universe. Whereas Second 
Adolescents come equipped with ex-
perience, a sense of irony and, most 
important, proportion. “Older singles 
also have a better perspective on their 
personal values and priorities in life,” 
says Gian Gonzaga.   

The person who coined the phrase 
Second Adolescence was a sociolo-
gist named Arlie Russell Hochschild, 
who used the term in her book The 

Unexpected Community, pub-
lished in 1973.  She was writ-
ing about Merrill Court, a 
seniors residence housed in 
a small apartment building 
in San Francisco, comprising 
43 residents, most of them 
conservative, fundamentalist 
widows from the mid- and 
southwestern United States. 
Not exactly our demographic, 
you might think. But Hochs-
child’s description sounds 
strangely familiar. “If the 
world watches them less for 
being old, they watch one an-
other more. Lacking respon-
sibilities to the young, the old 

take on responsibilities toward one 
another. Moreover, in a society that 
raises an eyebrow at those who do not 
‘act their age,’ the subculture encour-
ages the old to dance, to sing, to flirt 
and to joke.” 

To dance, to sing, to flirt and to joke. 
High school redux and with the best 
extracurricular activity around. On-
ward the Life Force! Go Team! 

chapter 35

the zoomer    philosophy
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T HE PICTURE opposite 
struck me as instantly ex-
pressive of the Zeitgeist 
when I first saw it in the 

April 18 edition of the U.K.-based 
Mail Online newspaper. The women 
ranged in age from 29 to 64, and the 
answer to the question ranged from 
“4½ years ago” to  “yesterday after-
noon.”1 That was surprising enough 
– but my surprise grew even greater 
when the accompanying article re-
vealed that “4½ years ago” belonged 
to the 29-year-old (second from left) 
and “yesterday afternoon” belonged 
to the 64-year-old single granny (far 
right).  A retired nurse now working 
as a personal trainer and dating col-
umnist, the granny, Diana Banks, re-
ported that she’d had more sex “in the 
past decade than I did … in my 30-
year marriage,” which had ended in 
divorce. On the “afternoon before” in 
question, she’d had lunch with a man 
nine years her junior, whom she’d met 
online and had gotten to know from 
phone conversations and four previ-
ous dates.  After this date, she invited 
him back to her place where “one 
thing led to another, and we ended up 
making love for the first time.”  

I regard Diana Banks’s story as ex-
tremely good news. My inclination is 
to cheer everyone on in endeavours 
like hers, at ages like ours, because 
what’s involved is what I consider the 
Life Force at its best: curiosity and 
hope in the pursuit of novelty and 
pleasure – sensual, romantic, relation-
al – at a time of life when we need it 
most; and when we may be uniquely 

positioned to enjoy it without the usual 
baggage. The anthropologist Helen 
Fisher, an adviser to online dating sites 
Match.com and Chemistry.com, points 
out that because older singles aren’t 
seeking reproductive partners, “they 
can look at a broader range of individ-
uals and are more likely to pick some-
body from different socio-economic 
or religious backgrounds.” 

We can also, coincidentally, live 
longer. A 10-year study conducted 
in the Welsh town of Caerphilly and 
surrounding villages with men aged 
45 to 59 at its outset showed that the 
risk of mortality was ultimately 50 per 
cent lower in subjects who experienced 
regular orgasms than in those who 
did not. Other studies have shown 
that regular sexual activity for women 
can ease back pain and, yes, cure 
headaches.

But beneath the sexual surprise of 
the 64-year-old Ms. Banks, there’s a 
social subtext that’s just as remark-
able. Diane isn’t just having sex, she’s 
also actively dating, thinking about 
dating and checking out the opposite 
sex, as much as another demographic 
of which she was once a part. Describ-
ing one recent encounter, she says, 
“As we lay there afterwards, laughing 
like teenagers …” In this case, “teen-
agers” is the operative word. The term 
Second Adolescence was first coined 
in the early 1970s; but it had to wait 
till the new millennium to truly come 
into its own. Today, people of our 
demographic are actively involved in 
“mating, dating and relating” that can 
be every bit as comprehensive as their 
first adolescence. Teenage High has 
been replaced by Zoomer High. Some 
of the dynamics are evocative of our 
earlier experience, and some couldn’t 
be more different. The resulting mix 
gives you an intriguing read on how 
society regards older boys and girls 
together in the year 2013.  

Of the factors that have contrib-

uted to the rise of this Second Ado-
lescence, two stand out: divorce rates 
and technology (Viagra and Hormone 
Replacement Therapy are two others). 
Divorce was once rare among older 
couples, but today one in four divorces 
in North America involves couples of 
baby boom age. Boomer-age divorces 
are the fastest-growing component of 
the overall divorce rate, so much so 
that at Match.com, 71 per cent of the 
50- to 65-year-old clients are divorced 
and only 11 per cent are widowed. 
The result is a re-creation, 40 years 
later, of a high school at lunchtime: a 
large cohort of sexually and romantic-
ally motivated single people, relatively 
unfettered by family responsibilities, 
looking for something, possibly turbo-
charged by a nagging feeling that time 
is running out.

Technology just greases the wheels. 
As Second Adolescents, we don’t have 
high schools in which to congregate, 
but we do have the Internet, which in 
its social network capacity is like high 
school writ large (what is Facebook 
but the biggest high-school yearbook 
ever compiled?). That’s why we creat-
ed the social networking site connect.
everythingzoomer.com. And when our 
users started using it to engage roman-
tically, it spawned ZoomerSingles.com, 
a dating site that has seen 73 per cent 
growth in the last year. I’m not sur-
prised. At Match.com, clients aged 50 
to 65 are the fastest growing segment, 
their numbers up almost 100 per cent 
in the last five years. 

Gian Gonzaga, senior research sci-
entist at eHarmony.com, says that 
while boomers were initially leery 
of cyberspace dating, “once you 
shove them out there, they adapt 
quickly. They remember what it’s like 
to have fun.”  

Now, I’m not claiming that every-
thing about the new adolescence is 
sweetness and light. Old habits die 
hard, especially where attitudes to 

>Coming next issue … ThE longEr WE liVE, ThE morE WE giVE: hoW longEViTY can solVE ThE EmploYmEnT crisis

women are concerned. Where 40 years 
ago, sexually active younger girls and 
women were stigmatized as “sluts,” to-
day sexually active older women are 
labelled “cougars,” with all the preda-
tory snarkiness that term implies. 
Meanwhile, sexually active men of the 
same age are admired as “players” or 
“silver foxes.” We hear it over and over 
again: men age better, they acquire not 
wrinkles and desperation but a patina, 
a certain distingué à la Sean Connery 
and can have their pick of women, 
presumably until they die; the classic 
double standard.  

The problem with this dated attitude 
is that, gender-wise, there 
are profound differences be-
tween adolescence then and 
now. That speeding boomer 
divorce rate, for instance, is 
fuelled by a brand-new trend: 
more than two-thirds of those 
divorces are initiated by wives. 
These are women getting rid 
of men who have upset them, 
irritated them or disappoint-
ed them for a long time. Their 
kids have left home and, for 
the first time in history, a 
large contingent of them is 
financially independent and 
career-minded enough not to 
be trapped in untenable re-
lationships. At the same time, there’s 
anecdotal evidence that, while women 
at this age are breaking out and ex-
ploring, men are retreating. Florida-
based counsellor Shirley Bass, who 
deals extensively with boomer marital 
issues, says, “All they [men] want is the 
computer and TV. Many women leave 
because they’ve just had it.”

The result is a gender power shift 
in dating and relationships that’s an 
exact reversal of how it was when we 
were 16 instead of 60. Forty years ago, 
males were the initiators in sexual pol-
itics, girls the passive eye candy. Not 
that this imbalance didn’t exert pres-

sure on the male half as well. After 
all, the boy may propose, but the girl 
will dispose. Thus, when I was in high 
school – a tiny parochial school with 
a tinier pool of girls – whenever I was 
set up on a blind date with a girl from 
another school and I called to intro-
duce myself, she’d invariably ask me 
two questions: “How tall are you?” (I 
wasn’t very) and “Do you have a car?” 
(I didn’t. But I did have an impossibly 
cute, curly-haired baby sister I had to 
push around in a stroller every day 
after school – mom worked – which 
turned out to be just as effective.) In 
High School 2.0, though, women are 

the proposers and men are the eye 
candy, especially as the number of 
available males starts to shrink, due to 
the difference in life expectancy. To see 
this process in graphic terms, I suggest 
you tune in to Kings Point, the new 
TV documentary-cum-reality show 
set in a large retirement community 
in Florida airing on HBO Canada. 
The disparity in the numbers of vigor-
ous women and men is such that any 
man who can still walk and talk and 
chew gum makes out like a bandit. I’m 
waiting for one of them to ask a female 
suitor if she’s tall or has a car.  

When they do meet and get togeth-

er in the flesh, Second Adolescents 
perform very differently from actual 
teenagers, who tend to be angst-rid-
den and over the top; everything is 
magnified and every day can bring the 
end of the universe. Whereas Second 
Adolescents come equipped with ex-
perience, a sense of irony and, most 
important, proportion. “Older singles 
also have a better perspective on their 
personal values and priorities in life,” 
says Gian Gonzaga.   

The person who coined the phrase 
Second Adolescence was a sociolo-
gist named Arlie Russell Hochschild, 
who used the term in her book The 

Unexpected Community, pub-
lished in 1973.  She was writ-
ing about Merrill Court, a 
seniors residence housed in 
a small apartment building 
in San Francisco, comprising 
43 residents, most of them 
conservative, fundamentalist 
widows from the mid- and 
southwestern United States. 
Not exactly our demographic, 
you might think. But Hochs-
child’s description sounds 
strangely familiar. “If the 
world watches them less for 
being old, they watch one an-
other more. Lacking respon-
sibilities to the young, the old 

take on responsibilities toward one 
another. Moreover, in a society that 
raises an eyebrow at those who do not 
‘act their age,’ the subculture encour-
ages the old to dance, to sing, to flirt 
and to joke.” 

To dance, to sing, to flirt and to joke. 
High school redux and with the best 
extracurricular activity around. On-
ward the Life Force! Go Team! 
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T he first two senten-
ces of the opening essay 
in Half Empty by the Can-
adian critic and wit David 

rakoff, who died of cancer last 
August at the age of 48, run as fol-
lows: “we were so happy. it was 
miserable.”  

i thought about those lines and 
the capacity human beings have 
to snatch gloom from opportun-
ity – to see the glass half empty – 
when i recently skimmed through 
the umpteenth article this year 
about the ravages of “structural 
unemployment” on the youth of 
our nation; and our generation’s 
culpability therein. The argument, 
by now familiar, goes something 
like this: in the old days, when an 
industry was rendered obsolete 
and destroyed, it was typically  
replaced by a rise of new jobs in 
new companies and industries 
offering new goods and services. 
But in today’s super speedy high-tech 
economy, technological advances ap-
pear to evaporate jobs, which never 
come back. 

to make matters worse, the people 
who still have jobs and who previously 
might have retired by force of habit or 
law are tending more and more not to; 
which means that there are fewer jobs 
available for first timers. The people 
refusing to retire are us, selfish old 
geezers who refuse to shuffle off and 
fade away. The people we’re screw-
ing out of jobs are the Gen Xs and Ys  
and the Millennials. Galloping tech-
nology may be the root problem, but 

we’re the human culprits. our crime? 
Using up too much of everything, liv-
ing too long. 

here are three main counter-argu-
ments to these zombie charges.1  first, 
there’s mounting evidence that it’s not 
just some new kind of destruction of 
jobs that’s creating unemployment to-
day but an all too common mismatch 
between the skills job applicants have 
and the ones employers now need. As 
of this May, Canada had 1.33 million 
unemployed workers but, according 

to www.workforcecoalition.ca, “busi-
ness hired 338,000 temporary foreign 
workers last year, citing shortages in 
skilled and low-skilled jobs.” 

second, far from stealing jobs from 
youngsters, our massive cohort is ac-
tually taking the edge off a growing 
problem; namely, over-employment. 
The Canadian Chamber of Commerce 
believes that if no steps are taken to 
lessen the impact of boomers leaving 
the workforce, by 2020 Canada could 
have a shortfall of one million skilled 
jobs. 

Third, to compensate for the jobs 
disappearing due to technology, there 

will be a huge countervailing rise in 
the “soft economy” as a direct func-
tion of our demographic’s pioneering 
journey into widespread great age. 

These are the human jobs, particu-
larly in the caring trades, jobs that 
can’t be automated or outsourced be-
cause they demand person-to-person 
contact. Nor will all of these func-
tions require medical or therapeutic 
knowledge but will include things 
like transportation, shopping, ad-
ministrative support, financial and 

health advice, physical training, 
life-coaching and jobs retraining. 
what’s interesting about this com-
ing new economy is that it’s not 
only consistent with a historical 
trend toward sustainability and 
environmental consciousness but 
it’s also beneficial economically 
for almost every demographic. 

it’s good for our gang because 
we can participate not just as re-
ceivers (clients) but as providers 
(workers) of these services; which, 
in valuing brain over brawn, play 
directly to our strengths. it’s good 
for women, who have historically 
shown more talent than men for 
the co-operative and collaborative 
approach to problem-solving our 
age increasingly requires. it’s good 
for the techno-geeks, because it 

helps to repair an employment imbal-
ance they created; and, most import-
ant to this conversation, it’s terrific for 
young people because they are in the 
best position of all to exploit the revo-
lution. Add a bit of entrepreneurial 
flair and they could even, pardon the 
expression, make a killing out of it.

But they don’t seem to recognize 
this fact; which brings me back to my 
initial question. why do youth insist 
on seeing their glass as half empty? 
why don’t our kids and grandkids 
recognize in our continued presence 
a cause for joy, an opportunity? why 
is it their reflex that our increasing life 

>Coming next issue … Alzheimer ThAT ends heimer, a play in ToronTo, and a dying-wiTh-digniTy TesT case in 
VancouVer reVeal The Two faces of demenTia

span spells catastrophe for them? why 
don’t they see the obvious; namely, 
that in helping us live more comfort-
able, productive lives as we get older, 
they will not only find a purpose and 
make money, but they will help them-
selves down the line? After all, are 
they not us: old people in the making? 
A natural alliance between our camps 
should be a no-brainer. There’s a rea-
son why most grandparents get along 
with their grandkids. Yet today, lon-
gevity – grandparents hanging around 
longer – is seen as some kind 
of a threat. 

in the simon and Garfunkel 
tune “old friends,” the well-
known bridge to the song goes 
like this:  

Can you imagine us years  
from today?

Sharing a park bench quietly,
How terribly strange to be 

seventy.

terribly strange? i’m 70. The 
last time i sat on a park bench 
quietly was, well, never; not 
that – as Jerry seinfeld would 
say – there’s anything wrong 
with that. But the disconnect 
between image and reality is instruct-
ive. Paul simon was 23 when he wrote 
those words. today, he’s … 72 (older 
than me) and fresh off a surprise con-
cert appearance with sting (a mere 61) 
in Atlantic City. But his song remains 
an excellent example of how hard it is 
for young people, actually, people of 
almost any age, to imagine themselves 
old. old age is what happens to others, 
not us. when we look at old people, 
we see anyone but ourselves. we don’t 
see someone whose fate will soon be 
ours. it’s almost a biological blindness.

As advocates of increased longevity, 
we have to face certain facts. we know 
that even with declining birth rates 
in the poor world, if there is no rap-

id levelling off of current trends, we 
could still end up with a planet hous-
ing nine or 10 or 11 billion people or 
trying to because such numbers will 
further stress the planet.

one solution beloved of futurists 
and billionaires is to get off the planet. 
scientists tell us that the geological 
spoils from one single asteroid mined 
for rare earth elements and titanium 
will exceed the GDP of the entire plan-
et for a year (and there are 600,000 
such objects in near earth orbit). But if 

we opt not to leave the home planet or 
can’t, then in the future we may have 
to choose between an earth populated 
by large numbers of peoples barely 
aspiring to today’s western life-spans 
– or, by curtailing population expan-
sion, end up with a planet that carries 
a stabilized, smaller population that 
lives much longer.  

The second option is clearly the more 
controversial; but to my mind, it’s also 
the one most likely to occur through 
natural progression. history shows 
that as societies get wealthier and edu-
cation spreads – particularly among 
women – the birth rate drops. when 
life is nasty, brutish and short, we need 
more children to make sure enough 

survive to ensure the continuation of 
our DNA and to create a surplus of 
wealth. But if that surplus can now be 
assured by labour-saving technologic-
al advancements and sustained by that 
segment of the population that likes 
to work and feels privileged to do so, 
then smaller families will become the 
norm in the developing world, with 
young people growing in importance 
because they are scarce and in great 
demand, especially for those jobs that 
can only be done by humans and not 

machines. According to such 
a scenario, more and more 
people will have more and 
more years of personal enrich-
ment and enjoyment to look 
forward to.  

Current flashpoint issues 
like intergenerational employ-
ment and economics should 
be seen as microcosms of a 
larger philosophical question: 
how will society react to truly 
augmented longevity when 
(not if) it becomes a reality 
(as it is now becoming). one 
thing’s for sure: seeing the 
glass half empty is the wrong 
way to take on both our im-
mediate predicament and the 

larger, deeper one we`ll face in the 
future. if we believe that our mis-
sion in life is to actualize the gift of it 
through personal growth, creativity 
and good works, then there is no rea-
son why any person should be denied 
pursuit of life’s great physical, creative 
and spiritual pleasures because of age. 
equally, we understand that our newly 
extended Pursuit of happiness must 
co-exist with the General Good. or, 
to paraphrase a Jewish boy turned 
Vulcan sage, pointy ears and all:  
there must be a way for both old and 
young to “Live Long” and “Prosper.” 
together.  

chapter 36

the zoomer    philosophy
by moses znaimer

The Longer We Live, 
The more We Can give
The phony debaTe oVer 

inTergeneraTional jobs

1. They never seem to die, no matter how 
many times we refute them.br
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“With the kids back home and unemployed, it’s hard to 
believe I ever suffered from empty nest syndrome.”“And finally, sir, would you like your 

burger flipped by a PhD in philosophy, 
history or English literature?”
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the one most likely to occur through 
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be seen as microcosms of a 
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(not if) it becomes a reality 
(as it is now becoming). one 
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way to take on both our im-
mediate predicament and the 

larger, deeper one we`ll face in the 
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and good works, then there is no rea-
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extended Pursuit of happiness must 
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the zoomer    philosophy

This past August, the 
Supreme Court of British 
Columbia began hear-
ing a landmark case. The 

family of Margot Bentley, an 82-year-
old in the final vegetative stages 
of Alzheimer’s disease, was suing 
Maplewood, the Abbotsford, B.C., 
nursing home where Bentley was 
a resident, Fraser Health, the area’s 
governing health authority (a publi-
cally funded provincial agency over-
seen by the Health Authorities Act) 
and the B.C. government for fail-
ing to stop forcibly spoon-feeding 
Bentley and thus refusing to allow 
her to die. This was precisely the de-
sire that Bentley, a senior registered 
nurse herself with long experience 
of aging, had expressly spelled out in 
her living will drafted and witnessed 
22 years earlier.   

At the same time that the Bentley 
case began to unfold, a play called 
Alzheimer That Ends Heimer, written 
by Toronto journalist and author Jay 
Teitel, debuted at the SummerWorks 
Theatre Festival in that city. The play 
– possibly the first musical ever con-
ceived about Alzheimer’s disease 
– took the form of a lecture-turned-
cabaret and chronicled the 12-year 
voyage the author’s father had  himself 
taken through “the wonderful world 
of dementia.” (The title, according to 
Teitel, is an ironically light-hearted 
take on Shakespeare’s All’s Well That 
Ends Well. “Clearly,” he says, “all does 
not end well with this particular ail-
ment.”) At first glance, the only thing 
the lawsuit and the musical appeared 

to share was the common thread of 
Alzheimer’s. But in fact both events 
were informed by the critical issue at 
the core of the burgeoning phenom-
enon of dementia today: our dignity, 
our right to preserve that dignity in 
any way we see fit and our resulting 
attitude toward the prospect of long 
life itself.

 First, a little background about 
the lawsuit. In 1991, Margot Bentley 
(whose father was, coincidentally, a 
Court of Appeals judge), motivated 
by what she considered the unbear-
able humiliation visited on patients 
in her care by Alzheimer’s, composed 

a one-page living will that described 
her wish to be allowed to die if she 
ever found herself in a similar con-
dition. Under those circumstances, 
she wrote, “I direct that I be allowed 
to die and not be kept alive by artifi-
cial means or ‘heroic measures.’ ” She 
also stipulated that if it was certain 
she had no chance of recovery, care 
workers were to dispense “no nour-
ishment or liquids.” As well, if she 
ever deteriorated to the point where 
she couldn’t recognize her family, “I 
ask that I be euthanized.”  

Her apprehension was tragically 
prophetic: she started displaying the 
symptoms of Alzheimer’s when she 
was only 68. By 2011, at the age of 80, 
she was ravaged by the disease. She 
couldn’t walk, talk or recognize her 

family; a hoist had to be used to lift 
her out of bed, and she was surviv-
ing only through regular spoon-feed-
ing, during which her mouth would 
open reflexively when tapped with 
a spoon. At this point, her daugh-
ter, Katherine Hammond, who was 
named proxy in Bentley’s living will, 
contacted Maplewood, the nursing 
home, which had initially agreed to 
have her mother’s wishes carried out; 
namely, the cessation of feeding and 
“mercifully administered” medica-
tion. This is where Fraser Health, the 
authority overseeing Maplewood, 
stepped in (largely in the person of 
Dr. Doris Barwich, Fraser Health’s 
program director for end-of-life 
care) and reversed their previous 
agreement to stop the feeding, which 
they now refused to do. After a year 
of stonewalling from Fraser Health, 
Hammond suggested two solutions: 
either move her mother to a local 
hospice or to her own home. Fraser 
not only rejected both suggestions 
but went an amazing step further. “I 
talked to a [Fraser Health representa-
tive],” Hammond later told reporters, 
“and said, ‘Just to be clear, if we try 
to transfer my mom tomorrow, what 
will you do?’ She [the representative] 
said, ‘We will physically stop you.’ ”  
Fraser Health also vowed to go to 
court to seek guardianship of Bentley 
if the family tried to move her.  

Fraser Health’s stance wasn’t just bi-
zarre – it was legally unprecedented. 
B.C. has had a Health Care Consent 
and Care Facility Admission Act 
since 1996, which makes “advance 
directives” on refusing care per-
fectly legal. Virtually every week, fa-
cilities in the province cease care to 
patients under just such directives. 
Fraser Health’s issue seems to be the 
distinction between tube-feeding, 
which it thinks the B.C. law defines 
as health care, and spoon-feeding, 
which it thinks it doesn’t. If they failed 

to spoon-feed Bentley, they claim, 
they and their caregivers could be 
charged with neglect and be liable for 
criminal prosecution. Barwich told 
Postmedia that she drew the line at 
halting spoon-feeding. “I don’t feel 
that it is something a patient should 
be asking a health-care professional 
to do,” she said, adding, “It basically 
violates the oath I took as a health-
care professional.” 

An oVerWHelMIng number 
of legal and medical experts beg to 
disagree. Andrew edelson, Bentley’s 
doctor, says Bentley doesn’t have 
the ability anymore to choose 
whether to eat or not because 
if she did, she’d refuse. “She’d 
clamp her mouth shut.” “Think 
about it,” says Joan rush, a now-
retired B.C. lawyer who special-
ized in health-care law. “You 
could be putting poison on the 
spoon, tap her on the mouth, and 
she’d take it. Do you think that’s 
valid consent?” robert gordon, 
one of the original drafters of 
the Health Care Consent and 
Care Facility Admission Act, is even 
blunter: “I suspect [Fraser Health] 
is getting its legal advice from the 
back of a Corn Flakes packet.” He 
and most legal scholars think that 
Fraser Health is far more likely to be 
charged for continuing to spoon-feed 
Bentley than for stopping.

When it first hit the papers, the 
case not only outraged me person-
ally, it also clarified something I’d 
been thinking about. For a while, 
I’d wondered, as no doubt some of 
you have, which way I’d most pre-
fer to “go.” How did I want to die? 
In surveys, doctors themselves over-
whelmingly choose some huge sud-
den trauma, like a massive heart 
attack. What most of us fear is a long, 
progressive physical decline, espe-
cially one that’s ugly and painful. So 

if I had to choose between a terminal 
physical disease or Alzheimer’s, it 
seemed logical to opt for the latter. 
With Alzheimer’s, although there is 
a well-documented period of anxiety 
and frustration (while the person is 
still aware that something is happen-
ing to them), that period almost al-
ways ends. So, on balance, if I had to 
make that grisly choice, I thought, I’d 
chose losing my mind in a pain-free 
body as opposed to having a clear 
mind trapped in a pain-ridden one. 

That’s when I read about the Bentley 
case. Shortly afterward, I went to see 
Alzheimer That Ends Heimer. In his 

play, Teitel – who is a contributing 
editor at Zoomer magazine and who 
writes regularly for it – plays him-
self and the narrator. near the be-
ginning, the narrator goes on about 
the kind of sadness you find on the 
“locked [Alzheimer’s] ward” in nurs-
ing homes, which, he says, too often 
turns into pity. “And pity,” says the 
narrator, “is the worst indignity you 
can inflict on another human be-
ing.” If his show does nothing else, 
he swears, it will “restore some dig-
nity, if only for an hour, to my father’s 
life and to the lives of people like my 
father.” The songs and humour that 
follow, black and otherwise, are all 
about dignity, defending and fighting 
for it, even when the battle is a los-
ing one. Dignity is the thing we see 
his father, a charming and witty guy, 

continually trying to rescue, usually 
with a punchline. At one point, he 
forgets who his son is and orders him 
out of his apartment. Teitel has to 
call his mother and have her talk to 
his father to convince him that he is, 
in fact, sitting beside his son. “Well, 
I’ll tell you one thing,” his father 
says, without missing a beat, “if this 
shmegeggy’s my son, I’m not hav-
ing any more children.” At another 
point, Teitel’s mom, who likes to give 
his father quizzes to keep him sharp, 
asks him:  “Abe, how many children 
do you have?” His father looks at her 
for a while, then says, “As many as 

you have.”  
What the Bentley case 

and Teitel’s play show is that 
Alzheimer’s is not, regardless of 
surface impressions, necessarily 
an easier way to spend one’s final 
days than a terminal physical 
disease. Indignity is the pain of 
cognitive decline; it’s just a dif-
ferent kind of pain.1

What do we fear about grow-
ing old? Unbearable physical 
pain and the pitiable indig-

nity of losing our mind. Most pain 
can be treated with good care and  
good drugs and by letting people de-
cide for themselves when the pain  
can no longer be borne. Indignity can  
be alleviated with good care and ab-
solute respect, also, by letting people 
decide for themselves when the indig-
nity should not be borne. The problem  
is that in both cases people sometimes 
need help at the end, even if only  
passively. Shame on anyone who is  
in a position to provide that help  
and actively refuses. Shame on the 
Fraser Health Authority. We all  
deserve better.  

chapter 37

by moses znaimer

alzheimer ThaT  
ends heimer

Give us diGnity or Give us 
(if we choose) death

“I know my PIN. It’s my name I 
can’t remember.”

“Oh, perfect, I can’t remember what I wanted 
from the basement, and you’ve remarried.”

>Coming next issue …  five years of Zoomerism: how far we’ve come, how far we have to Go

1. This same theme is highlighted in L’Autre 
Maison, a new film by Quebec’s Mathieu 
Roy at this year’s Montreal Film Festival 
about two brothers’ conflicting approaches 
to their father’s Alzheimer’s disease.
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the zoomer    philosophy

This past August, the 
Supreme Court of British 
Columbia began hear-
ing a landmark case. The 

family of Margot Bentley, an 82-year-
old in the final vegetative stages 
of Alzheimer’s disease, was suing 
Maplewood, the Abbotsford, B.C., 
nursing home where Bentley was 
a resident, Fraser Health, the area’s 
governing health authority (a publi-
cally funded provincial agency over-
seen by the Health Authorities Act) 
and the B.C. government for fail-
ing to stop forcibly spoon-feeding 
Bentley and thus refusing to allow 
her to die. This was precisely the de-
sire that Bentley, a senior registered 
nurse herself with long experience 
of aging, had expressly spelled out in 
her living will drafted and witnessed 
22 years earlier.   

At the same time that the Bentley 
case began to unfold, a play called 
Alzheimer That Ends Heimer, written 
by Toronto journalist and author Jay 
Teitel, debuted at the SummerWorks 
Theatre Festival in that city. The play 
– possibly the first musical ever con-
ceived about Alzheimer’s disease 
– took the form of a lecture-turned-
cabaret and chronicled the 12-year 
voyage the author’s father had  himself 
taken through “the wonderful world 
of dementia.” (The title, according to 
Teitel, is an ironically light-hearted 
take on Shakespeare’s All’s Well That 
Ends Well. “Clearly,” he says, “all does 
not end well with this particular ail-
ment.”) At first glance, the only thing 
the lawsuit and the musical appeared 

to share was the common thread of 
Alzheimer’s. But in fact both events 
were informed by the critical issue at 
the core of the burgeoning phenom-
enon of dementia today: our dignity, 
our right to preserve that dignity in 
any way we see fit and our resulting 
attitude toward the prospect of long 
life itself.

 First, a little background about 
the lawsuit. In 1991, Margot Bentley 
(whose father was, coincidentally, a 
Court of Appeals judge), motivated 
by what she considered the unbear-
able humiliation visited on patients 
in her care by Alzheimer’s, composed 

a one-page living will that described 
her wish to be allowed to die if she 
ever found herself in a similar con-
dition. Under those circumstances, 
she wrote, “I direct that I be allowed 
to die and not be kept alive by artifi-
cial means or ‘heroic measures.’ ” She 
also stipulated that if it was certain 
she had no chance of recovery, care 
workers were to dispense “no nour-
ishment or liquids.” As well, if she 
ever deteriorated to the point where 
she couldn’t recognize her family, “I 
ask that I be euthanized.”  

Her apprehension was tragically 
prophetic: she started displaying the 
symptoms of Alzheimer’s when she 
was only 68. By 2011, at the age of 80, 
she was ravaged by the disease. She 
couldn’t walk, talk or recognize her 

family; a hoist had to be used to lift 
her out of bed, and she was surviv-
ing only through regular spoon-feed-
ing, during which her mouth would 
open reflexively when tapped with 
a spoon. At this point, her daugh-
ter, Katherine Hammond, who was 
named proxy in Bentley’s living will, 
contacted Maplewood, the nursing 
home, which had initially agreed to 
have her mother’s wishes carried out; 
namely, the cessation of feeding and 
“mercifully administered” medica-
tion. This is where Fraser Health, the 
authority overseeing Maplewood, 
stepped in (largely in the person of 
Dr. Doris Barwich, Fraser Health’s 
program director for end-of-life 
care) and reversed their previous 
agreement to stop the feeding, which 
they now refused to do. After a year 
of stonewalling from Fraser Health, 
Hammond suggested two solutions: 
either move her mother to a local 
hospice or to her own home. Fraser 
not only rejected both suggestions 
but went an amazing step further. “I 
talked to a [Fraser Health representa-
tive],” Hammond later told reporters, 
“and said, ‘Just to be clear, if we try 
to transfer my mom tomorrow, what 
will you do?’ She [the representative] 
said, ‘We will physically stop you.’ ”  
Fraser Health also vowed to go to 
court to seek guardianship of Bentley 
if the family tried to move her.  

Fraser Health’s stance wasn’t just bi-
zarre – it was legally unprecedented. 
B.C. has had a Health Care Consent 
and Care Facility Admission Act 
since 1996, which makes “advance 
directives” on refusing care per-
fectly legal. Virtually every week, fa-
cilities in the province cease care to 
patients under just such directives. 
Fraser Health’s issue seems to be the 
distinction between tube-feeding, 
which it thinks the B.C. law defines 
as health care, and spoon-feeding, 
which it thinks it doesn’t. If they failed 

to spoon-feed Bentley, they claim, 
they and their caregivers could be 
charged with neglect and be liable for 
criminal prosecution. Barwich told 
Postmedia that she drew the line at 
halting spoon-feeding. “I don’t feel 
that it is something a patient should 
be asking a health-care professional 
to do,” she said, adding, “It basically 
violates the oath I took as a health-
care professional.” 

An oVerWHelMIng number 
of legal and medical experts beg to 
disagree. Andrew edelson, Bentley’s 
doctor, says Bentley doesn’t have 
the ability anymore to choose 
whether to eat or not because 
if she did, she’d refuse. “She’d 
clamp her mouth shut.” “Think 
about it,” says Joan rush, a now-
retired B.C. lawyer who special-
ized in health-care law. “You 
could be putting poison on the 
spoon, tap her on the mouth, and 
she’d take it. Do you think that’s 
valid consent?” robert gordon, 
one of the original drafters of 
the Health Care Consent and 
Care Facility Admission Act, is even 
blunter: “I suspect [Fraser Health] 
is getting its legal advice from the 
back of a Corn Flakes packet.” He 
and most legal scholars think that 
Fraser Health is far more likely to be 
charged for continuing to spoon-feed 
Bentley than for stopping.

When it first hit the papers, the 
case not only outraged me person-
ally, it also clarified something I’d 
been thinking about. For a while, 
I’d wondered, as no doubt some of 
you have, which way I’d most pre-
fer to “go.” How did I want to die? 
In surveys, doctors themselves over-
whelmingly choose some huge sud-
den trauma, like a massive heart 
attack. What most of us fear is a long, 
progressive physical decline, espe-
cially one that’s ugly and painful. So 

if I had to choose between a terminal 
physical disease or Alzheimer’s, it 
seemed logical to opt for the latter. 
With Alzheimer’s, although there is 
a well-documented period of anxiety 
and frustration (while the person is 
still aware that something is happen-
ing to them), that period almost al-
ways ends. So, on balance, if I had to 
make that grisly choice, I thought, I’d 
chose losing my mind in a pain-free 
body as opposed to having a clear 
mind trapped in a pain-ridden one. 

That’s when I read about the Bentley 
case. Shortly afterward, I went to see 
Alzheimer That Ends Heimer. In his 

play, Teitel – who is a contributing 
editor at Zoomer magazine and who 
writes regularly for it – plays him-
self and the narrator. near the be-
ginning, the narrator goes on about 
the kind of sadness you find on the 
“locked [Alzheimer’s] ward” in nurs-
ing homes, which, he says, too often 
turns into pity. “And pity,” says the 
narrator, “is the worst indignity you 
can inflict on another human be-
ing.” If his show does nothing else, 
he swears, it will “restore some dig-
nity, if only for an hour, to my father’s 
life and to the lives of people like my 
father.” The songs and humour that 
follow, black and otherwise, are all 
about dignity, defending and fighting 
for it, even when the battle is a los-
ing one. Dignity is the thing we see 
his father, a charming and witty guy, 

continually trying to rescue, usually 
with a punchline. At one point, he 
forgets who his son is and orders him 
out of his apartment. Teitel has to 
call his mother and have her talk to 
his father to convince him that he is, 
in fact, sitting beside his son. “Well, 
I’ll tell you one thing,” his father 
says, without missing a beat, “if this 
shmegeggy’s my son, I’m not hav-
ing any more children.” At another 
point, Teitel’s mom, who likes to give 
his father quizzes to keep him sharp, 
asks him:  “Abe, how many children 
do you have?” His father looks at her 
for a while, then says, “As many as 

you have.”  
What the Bentley case 

and Teitel’s play show is that 
Alzheimer’s is not, regardless of 
surface impressions, necessarily 
an easier way to spend one’s final 
days than a terminal physical 
disease. Indignity is the pain of 
cognitive decline; it’s just a dif-
ferent kind of pain.1

What do we fear about grow-
ing old? Unbearable physical 
pain and the pitiable indig-

nity of losing our mind. Most pain 
can be treated with good care and  
good drugs and by letting people de-
cide for themselves when the pain  
can no longer be borne. Indignity can  
be alleviated with good care and ab-
solute respect, also, by letting people 
decide for themselves when the indig-
nity should not be borne. The problem  
is that in both cases people sometimes 
need help at the end, even if only  
passively. Shame on anyone who is  
in a position to provide that help  
and actively refuses. Shame on the 
Fraser Health Authority. We all  
deserve better.  

chapter 37

by moses znaimer

alzheimer ThaT  
ends heimer

Give us diGnity or Give us 
(if we choose) death

“I know my PIN. It’s my name I 
can’t remember.”

“Oh, perfect, I can’t remember what I wanted 
from the basement, and you’ve remarried.”

>Coming next issue …  five years of Zoomerism: how far we’ve come, how far we have to Go

1. This same theme is highlighted in L’Autre 
Maison, a new film by Quebec’s Mathieu 
Roy at this year’s Montreal Film Festival 
about two brothers’ conflicting approaches 
to their father’s Alzheimer’s disease.
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the zoomer    philosophy

T he idea for what would 
eventually become the 
Zoomer “Mission” first 
came to me the night in 

1984 when I launched MuchMusic 
out of Citytv. The debut of a youth-
oriented music video channel might 
seem like a counterintuitive inspira-
tion for a seniors initiative, but that’s 
exactly the way it came to me, with 
a logic all its own. Watching the ser-
vice go to air that night, a question 
popped into my head: Can you run a 
rock ’n’ roll machine when you’re 60? 
That question quickly mutated into: 
Can we support a TV rock station 
when we’re 60? The “we” was “you,” 
the audience and demographic I’d 
spent my career catering to; the vast, 
newly discovered and increasingly 
powerful boomer generation that was 
then at the height of its youthful in-
fluence but which was actually stand-
ing on a precipice without knowing 
it. That precipice was age or, rather, 
people’s perception of it. 

That night was the first time it oc-
curred to me that the people who 
largely made up the City/Much audi-
ence were aging, together with the 
people making these media products 
for them and, as such, we were headed 
toward the realm of afterthought and 
irrelevance. Why? Because society 
almost uniformly considered aging a 
bad thing, a blanket negative. There 
were whispers cropping up of the 
aging of Canada, of the planet, and 
all of them were whispers of doom. 

That struck me as weird. After all, 

on the simplest level, aging was a 
matter of living longer, something 
with which all of human history has 
been obsessed in our endless efforts 
to increase lifespan. Why try to ex-
tend something that was so odious? 
The issue wasn’t added years; it was 
what Jonathan Swift had put so in-
sightfully back at the beginning of 
the 18th century: “Every man desires 
to live long, but no man would be old.” 
But why couldn’t aging be a good 
thing, I thought? Our gang has been 
typically ahead of the curve, so why 
couldn’t we be at the vanguard of this 
issue, too? That way, we could strike 
a blow not just for our own later life 
but for the great achievement that 
is later life in general. Did it make 
sense, for example, that if the people 
I was speaking to and for represented 
such a significant new force in busi-
ness in 1984 (when the oldest of 
them were already 40) that their rel-
evance should suddenly expire at age 
50 or 55?  Of course not! We could 
stay relevant as we aged; we just had 
to convince the powers that be – and 
ourselves. As Susan Eng, the vice-
president of Advocacy for CARP, 
would one day put it: “We needed to 
change the conversation.”

AnD SO, throughout the rest of 
the ’80s and most of the ’90s, while 
I dealt with various opportunities 
and obligations, the idea that be-
came ZoomerMedia percolated. In 
that time, I had come to the conclu-
sion that for the Advocacy and the 
Business to have a chance of success 
we had to have three things. First,  a 
synergy with CARP, which consti-
tuted troops already on the ground, 
had to be involved. Second, the mes-
saging had to involve more than just 
one medium, the better to be no-
ticed. Third, it all had to have a catchy 
name, with which people could read-
ily  identify.

It’s not often in my experience that 
you can “see” a plan in your mind in 
a single instant and then carry it out 
almost to the letter; but that’s what 
happened here. Where others had 
tried to align with CARP and been 
unsuccessful, I was able to work it 
out. CARP already had an association 
magazine, which I then relaunched 
as this more popular consumer 
publication in your hand. For addi-
tional media, I turned to VisionTV, 
a hidden gem overlooked because its 
audience was old. I thought it had 
tremendous potential. As for radio, 
for years I’d been quietly lobbying 
the heroic but money-losing owner 
of the Classical Music Station CFMX 
to sell it to me if ever he decided to 
retire. Finally he did, and Classical 
96.3FM joined the mission, followed 
a few years later by AM740, which I 
dubbed Zoomer Radio.  

Failure is an orphan, but suc-
cess has many parents. Because of 
other claims to its invention and be-
cause of the possibility that I might 
have subliminally seen the word 
“Zoomer” before it came to me per-
sonally, I don’t claim to have invented 
the word, just that we have popular-
ized it. nonetheless, proof that I had 
a genuine eureka moment when the 
word came to me lies in the fact that 
it was so personal. My flash was of 
a combination of “Znaimer” and 
“boomer.” I know that was not very 
modest of me (and only a fortuitous 
dropping of the second consonant 
has saved us all from being known 
as “Znoomers”) but, less egotistic-
ally, Zoomer has come everywhere to 
stand for “Boomers with Zip.”

I like to divide the battles fought 
and won into specific and global cat-
egories. Specifically, the issues we 
initially tackled were mandatory re-
tirement, GIS top-ups for the poorest 
seniors, elder abuse, caregiver sup-
port, and pension and health reform. 

Success has been substantial but also 
incomplete. On the mandatory re-
tirement front, we’ve pretty well tri-
umphed. By getting such legislation 
repealed across Canada, we helped 
insure that older workers keep “the 
right to work.” now, we have to make 
sure they’re not squeezed out by 
other means and that they can keep 
their jobs or get new ones if they  
still need or want them. With re-
gards to pensions, along with others 
we convinced the federal govern-
ment to delay the enforced break-
ing-open of RRSPs by people hitting 
71 years of age during the 
worst days of that 2008 
financial crisis, which 
would have forced them 
to try to sell their hold-
ings into the worst market 
in years. Also, we’ve suc-
ceeded in getting both the 
public and the government 
to acknowledge that many 
Canadians aren’t saving 
adequately for retirement. 
But we haven’t yet man-
aged to get the feds to 
adopt a CPP-like supple-
mentary plan, something CARP has, 
over five years of persistent, consist-
ent messaging, convinced several 
pension experts, think-tanks and 
even a major bank CEO to endorse. 
We’ll keep plugging away.

HEAlTH-CARE REFORM for an 
aging population is now, of course, 
on everyone’s lips; but it wasn’t until 
CARP started calling for a com-
prehensive care continuum in our 
One Patient proposal that the dia-
logue turned from hysterical gloom 
to positive practicalities. To date, 
the provincial premiers have, as a 
group, declared their commitment 
to seniors’ health care and, just this 
past summer, the Canadian Medical 
Association called for a seniors’ care 

strategy. This is a far cry from older 
patients being described as “bed-
blockers,” the insider term before 
CARP took its position.  

But for me, more significant than 
what we’ve gotten done is how we’ve 
gotten it done. We’ve dramatically al-
tered the tone with which our issues 
are received in the public sphere. 
We’ve brought them from the fringes 
of public discourse to front and cen-
tre, from faintly insulting to properly 
respectful. Susan Eng points out that 
today, to hear analysts talk about the 
large clout of older voters being even 

more effective because “they vote 
all the time” is commonplace; be-
fore we made the point, though, no 
one thought to mention it.  Says Eng, 
“We’re getting things done now more 
as players and less as supplicants.”

In other words, we have changed 
the conversation. We have recovered 
at least some of our historic relevance 
and influence and, as more than one 
younger observer has pointed out, 
our boomer smugness. But to be 
noticed for being demanding, even 
pushy, is infinitely preferable to be-
ing forgotten as  inconsequential. 
not everyone has been enamoured 
of our little revolution, including 
some within our natural constitu-
ency. There have been CARP mem-
bers who haven’t been pleased by the 

glossiness of the ads in our maga-
zine, by the good-looking people in 
them or the fact that some of the ads 
promote items they’re not interested 
in or can’t afford. But isn’t that true 
of most advertising? Glamour and 
style and, yes, even envy are indica-
tions that our Mission operates in 
the real world. Advertising itself is 
an indication that the world actually 
notices what we’re doing here: “Oh, 
we forgot that you’re still there, that 
you do exist; maybe we should ad-
dress you, too.” 

 The one approach to Aging I reject 
out of hand – and I think a 
majority of Zoomers agree 
– is the victim culture. none 
of the great feedback I ever 
got at Citytv/Much/Bravo/
Space/etc., ever came close 
in intensity to the appreci-
ation and sheer gratitude I 
hear in people’s voices for 
what they feel CARP and 
ZoomerMedia have done 
for them in the past few 
years. They feel we’ve been  
their champion, not in ac-
quiring pity for them, but 

in giving them a voice, a sense that 
they haven’t been forgotten or put 
out to pasture; a sense that they mat-
ter once more! 

To those of you who find the strug-
gle taxing, I say take heart: trail-blaz-
ing is rarely easy. On the walls of the 
TV Museum here at the ZoomerPlex, 
we’ve put up tributes to the six largely 
unknown men most responsible for 
the development of the most per-
vasive medium the world has ever 
known; yet four of them went broke 
in their lifetimes. 

So far, we’ve dodged that fate. In 
fact, we’re doing pretty well. We’ve 
accomplished much and have much 
left to do, which I’m sure we will, no 
doubt annoying some people in the 
process. 

chapter 38

by moses znaimer

report From the 
revolution

Looking Back, Much 
Progress and stiLL a 

Long Way to go

>Coming next issue …  PoMPous Last Words: Most euLogies range froM tedious to trite. 
hoW to Make yours the excePtion
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the zoomer    philosophy

T he idea for what would 
eventually become the 
Zoomer “Mission” first 
came to me the night in 

1984 when I launched MuchMusic 
out of Citytv. The debut of a youth-
oriented music video channel might 
seem like a counterintuitive inspira-
tion for a seniors initiative, but that’s 
exactly the way it came to me, with 
a logic all its own. Watching the ser-
vice go to air that night, a question 
popped into my head: Can you run a 
rock ’n’ roll machine when you’re 60? 
That question quickly mutated into: 
Can we support a TV rock station 
when we’re 60? The “we” was “you,” 
the audience and demographic I’d 
spent my career catering to; the vast, 
newly discovered and increasingly 
powerful boomer generation that was 
then at the height of its youthful in-
fluence but which was actually stand-
ing on a precipice without knowing 
it. That precipice was age or, rather, 
people’s perception of it. 

That night was the first time it oc-
curred to me that the people who 
largely made up the City/Much audi-
ence were aging, together with the 
people making these media products 
for them and, as such, we were headed 
toward the realm of afterthought and 
irrelevance. Why? Because society 
almost uniformly considered aging a 
bad thing, a blanket negative. There 
were whispers cropping up of the 
aging of Canada, of the planet, and 
all of them were whispers of doom. 

That struck me as weird. After all, 

on the simplest level, aging was a 
matter of living longer, something 
with which all of human history has 
been obsessed in our endless efforts 
to increase lifespan. Why try to ex-
tend something that was so odious? 
The issue wasn’t added years; it was 
what Jonathan Swift had put so in-
sightfully back at the beginning of 
the 18th century: “Every man desires 
to live long, but no man would be old.” 
But why couldn’t aging be a good 
thing, I thought? Our gang has been 
typically ahead of the curve, so why 
couldn’t we be at the vanguard of this 
issue, too? That way, we could strike 
a blow not just for our own later life 
but for the great achievement that 
is later life in general. Did it make 
sense, for example, that if the people 
I was speaking to and for represented 
such a significant new force in busi-
ness in 1984 (when the oldest of 
them were already 40) that their rel-
evance should suddenly expire at age 
50 or 55?  Of course not! We could 
stay relevant as we aged; we just had 
to convince the powers that be – and 
ourselves. As Susan Eng, the vice-
president of Advocacy for CARP, 
would one day put it: “We needed to 
change the conversation.”

AnD SO, throughout the rest of 
the ’80s and most of the ’90s, while 
I dealt with various opportunities 
and obligations, the idea that be-
came ZoomerMedia percolated. In 
that time, I had come to the conclu-
sion that for the Advocacy and the 
Business to have a chance of success 
we had to have three things. First,  a 
synergy with CARP, which consti-
tuted troops already on the ground, 
had to be involved. Second, the mes-
saging had to involve more than just 
one medium, the better to be no-
ticed. Third, it all had to have a catchy 
name, with which people could read-
ily  identify.

It’s not often in my experience that 
you can “see” a plan in your mind in 
a single instant and then carry it out 
almost to the letter; but that’s what 
happened here. Where others had 
tried to align with CARP and been 
unsuccessful, I was able to work it 
out. CARP already had an association 
magazine, which I then relaunched 
as this more popular consumer 
publication in your hand. For addi-
tional media, I turned to VisionTV, 
a hidden gem overlooked because its 
audience was old. I thought it had 
tremendous potential. As for radio, 
for years I’d been quietly lobbying 
the heroic but money-losing owner 
of the Classical Music Station CFMX 
to sell it to me if ever he decided to 
retire. Finally he did, and Classical 
96.3FM joined the mission, followed 
a few years later by AM740, which I 
dubbed Zoomer Radio.  

Failure is an orphan, but suc-
cess has many parents. Because of 
other claims to its invention and be-
cause of the possibility that I might 
have subliminally seen the word 
“Zoomer” before it came to me per-
sonally, I don’t claim to have invented 
the word, just that we have popular-
ized it. nonetheless, proof that I had 
a genuine eureka moment when the 
word came to me lies in the fact that 
it was so personal. My flash was of 
a combination of “Znaimer” and 
“boomer.” I know that was not very 
modest of me (and only a fortuitous 
dropping of the second consonant 
has saved us all from being known 
as “Znoomers”) but, less egotistic-
ally, Zoomer has come everywhere to 
stand for “Boomers with Zip.”

I like to divide the battles fought 
and won into specific and global cat-
egories. Specifically, the issues we 
initially tackled were mandatory re-
tirement, GIS top-ups for the poorest 
seniors, elder abuse, caregiver sup-
port, and pension and health reform. 

Success has been substantial but also 
incomplete. On the mandatory re-
tirement front, we’ve pretty well tri-
umphed. By getting such legislation 
repealed across Canada, we helped 
insure that older workers keep “the 
right to work.” now, we have to make 
sure they’re not squeezed out by 
other means and that they can keep 
their jobs or get new ones if they  
still need or want them. With re-
gards to pensions, along with others 
we convinced the federal govern-
ment to delay the enforced break-
ing-open of RRSPs by people hitting 
71 years of age during the 
worst days of that 2008 
financial crisis, which 
would have forced them 
to try to sell their hold-
ings into the worst market 
in years. Also, we’ve suc-
ceeded in getting both the 
public and the government 
to acknowledge that many 
Canadians aren’t saving 
adequately for retirement. 
But we haven’t yet man-
aged to get the feds to 
adopt a CPP-like supple-
mentary plan, something CARP has, 
over five years of persistent, consist-
ent messaging, convinced several 
pension experts, think-tanks and 
even a major bank CEO to endorse. 
We’ll keep plugging away.

HEAlTH-CARE REFORM for an 
aging population is now, of course, 
on everyone’s lips; but it wasn’t until 
CARP started calling for a com-
prehensive care continuum in our 
One Patient proposal that the dia-
logue turned from hysterical gloom 
to positive practicalities. To date, 
the provincial premiers have, as a 
group, declared their commitment 
to seniors’ health care and, just this 
past summer, the Canadian Medical 
Association called for a seniors’ care 

strategy. This is a far cry from older 
patients being described as “bed-
blockers,” the insider term before 
CARP took its position.  

But for me, more significant than 
what we’ve gotten done is how we’ve 
gotten it done. We’ve dramatically al-
tered the tone with which our issues 
are received in the public sphere. 
We’ve brought them from the fringes 
of public discourse to front and cen-
tre, from faintly insulting to properly 
respectful. Susan Eng points out that 
today, to hear analysts talk about the 
large clout of older voters being even 

more effective because “they vote 
all the time” is commonplace; be-
fore we made the point, though, no 
one thought to mention it.  Says Eng, 
“We’re getting things done now more 
as players and less as supplicants.”

In other words, we have changed 
the conversation. We have recovered 
at least some of our historic relevance 
and influence and, as more than one 
younger observer has pointed out, 
our boomer smugness. But to be 
noticed for being demanding, even 
pushy, is infinitely preferable to be-
ing forgotten as  inconsequential. 
not everyone has been enamoured 
of our little revolution, including 
some within our natural constitu-
ency. There have been CARP mem-
bers who haven’t been pleased by the 

glossiness of the ads in our maga-
zine, by the good-looking people in 
them or the fact that some of the ads 
promote items they’re not interested 
in or can’t afford. But isn’t that true 
of most advertising? Glamour and 
style and, yes, even envy are indica-
tions that our Mission operates in 
the real world. Advertising itself is 
an indication that the world actually 
notices what we’re doing here: “Oh, 
we forgot that you’re still there, that 
you do exist; maybe we should ad-
dress you, too.” 

 The one approach to Aging I reject 
out of hand – and I think a 
majority of Zoomers agree 
– is the victim culture. none 
of the great feedback I ever 
got at Citytv/Much/Bravo/
Space/etc., ever came close 
in intensity to the appreci-
ation and sheer gratitude I 
hear in people’s voices for 
what they feel CARP and 
ZoomerMedia have done 
for them in the past few 
years. They feel we’ve been  
their champion, not in ac-
quiring pity for them, but 

in giving them a voice, a sense that 
they haven’t been forgotten or put 
out to pasture; a sense that they mat-
ter once more! 

To those of you who find the strug-
gle taxing, I say take heart: trail-blaz-
ing is rarely easy. On the walls of the 
TV Museum here at the ZoomerPlex, 
we’ve put up tributes to the six largely 
unknown men most responsible for 
the development of the most per-
vasive medium the world has ever 
known; yet four of them went broke 
in their lifetimes. 

So far, we’ve dodged that fate. In 
fact, we’re doing pretty well. We’ve 
accomplished much and have much 
left to do, which I’m sure we will, no 
doubt annoying some people in the 
process. 

chapter 38

by moses znaimer

report From the 
revolution

Looking Back, Much 
Progress and stiLL a 

Long Way to go

>Coming next issue …  PoMPous Last Words: Most euLogies range froM tedious to trite. 
hoW to Make yours the excePtion
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the zoomer    philosophy

Not long ago and out of 
the blue, I got a call 
from Sandra Martin at 
The Globe and Mail. The 

paper had sudden access to a video 
camera and wanted to experiment 
with visual obituaries; so could I, 
would I, come in for an interview 
about my own death. In the instant, 
I remember thinking the idea a lit-
tle ghoulish but fascinating and was 
perfectly willing to give it a go but, 
unfortunately, was out of town at 
the time and simply couldn’t make 
it. It was the first time, though, that 
I clued into the fact that the paper 
probably had a standby obit for 
Moses Znaimer and that I’d lost the 
chance to get a sneak peek at it – not 
to mention a shot at shaping it.

Since then, I’ve thought from time 
to time about that lost opportunity 
because, given the natural rhythm of 
these things, I find myself attending 
ever more funerals and hearing ever 
more eulogies. So it occurs to me that 
this entirely human exercise of trying 
to sum up a life is something to which 
we should all pay more attention. 
Google “how to write a eulogy” and, 
within a quarter of a second, you get 
8.5 million hits. This is fewer than for 

“how to write a wedding speech” (40 
million) but more than “retirement 
speech” (6.5 million) and “gradua-
tion address” (two million). Eulogies, 
as Jerry Seinfeld has pointed out, are 
clearly a daunting prospect for a lot 
of people.1  

In the past, the only people who 
could leave an a priori testament as 
to who they were and what they’d 
done were the High and Mighty. 
If you were Egyptian royalty, you 
could erect a pyramid or, later, if pos-
sessed of power, position or money, 
you could have a sarcophagus built 
in some durable stone or precious 
metal and have your likeness carved 
on the lid together with a slogan or 
a coat of arms. Over the millennia, 
the memorial has been democra-
tized into large cemeteries with hun-
dreds, even thousands, of headstones 
or markers with again the richest and 
the most powerful able to erect, say, 
a tall obelisk or a family mausoleum 
with a couple of lions guarding the 
entrance.

In tHE September 1979 issue of 
Boston magazine (28 years before he 
died), the American author norman 
Mailer wrote an obituary for himself 
called “Mailer Shelved,” which began 
“norman Mailer passed away yester-
day after celebrating his 15th divorce 
and 16th wedding.” It then went on 
to take shots at, besides Mailer him-
self and his wives, William Buckley, 
truman Capote, Gore Vidal, Andy 
Warhol, Gloria Steinem and Jimmy 
Carter, among others. In other 
words, Mailer’s motive was self-par-
ody and professional revenge, while 
the Moguls and the Pharaohs had 
their eyes on grandeur and divinity. 

Well, I’ve come up with a differ-

ent idea for these more egalitarian, 
Internet-mediated times  – one I’ve 
touched  on in this space before2  – 
of an interactive memorial that I 
envision installed in place of a tomb-
stone or vault in a cemetery setting. 
It would consist of either a stone 
marker fashioned in the shape of a 
classic 1960 Philco Predicta tV (but 
with an active practical screen) or, 
if indoors, an actual Predicta (a vi-
sionary design far ahead of its time, 
which separated the screen from 
the console on a swivel). The device 
would be equipped with a sensor 
activated by an approaching visitor 
and sport an easy-to-use contem-
porary touch screen that would of-
fer a menu of content by and about 
me and my work and the people and 
things that were important to me. Up 
I’d  pop, upbeat and welcoming, say-
ing something like “Hi, nice of you 
to drop by. How much time have you 
got?” Around the playback, I’d pro-
vide a comfortable bench or seat so 
people could rest their feet and, were 
it sheltered and permitted, perhaps a 
coffee or a shot of something more 
bracing.  

I first conceived of “Here Lies 
Moses Znaimer” as a gag, then as an 
art installation; but, lately, I’ve come 
to consider it as a plausible idea. It 
seemed novel, even audacious then 
but, as history often has it, I’ve al-
ready been overtaken by new tech-
nology. The auto-eulogy is now a 
reality in the form of a number of 
websites that are accessible not just 
to the rich or powerful or famous but 
to anyone online with a smart de-
vice. In other words, we’ve finally ar-
rived at a moment in history where 
Everyone and Anyone can leave be-
hind more of a trace than did King 
tut in his day; not in the form of em-
balmed remains and golden amulets 

but in family photos, pictures of as-
sorted favourite memorabilia, mot-
tos, songs and other great works, all 
curated and commented on as cre-
atively as anyone cares to, together 
with their last words, if any.

OnLInE, there’s even a selection of 
sensibilities to choose from. For ex-
ample, myowneulogy.com has a trad-
itional, chapel-like feel, despite the 
digital delivery. Its promotional video 
opens on clouds scudding by, with a 
narrator telling us, “MyOwnEulogy is 
here to allow you to take that burden 
away from your loved ones and leave 
them a meaningful message in your 
own words.” The website takes you 
through a Eulogy tip Guide, lets you 
record your own and then uploads 
it all to the website where it will be 
safely stored for your family and 
friends “long after you’re gone” 
at no cost to you. Mind you, if 
you are a more private person, 
you can upgrade to a VIP ac-
count, thereby letting you chose 
who you would like to have see 
your eulogy and assure that it be 
shown only after your death. That’s 
right; the site insists on putting your 
“free” testament up for the whole 
world to see while you’re still alive, 
unless you pay the step-up VIP fee 
($19.99 a year, $199.00 forever).  

By way of contrast, ifidie.com is a 
Facebook app that has more Monty 
Python in it, with a narrator who 
sounds a lot like John Cleese and an 
animated video in which cartoon 
characters get electrocuted and have 
pianos dropped on them. The app 
lets you leave a Facebook message to 
selected people that will only be pub-
lished after you die, again at no cost. 
But there may and probably will be 
ads accompanying your message (this 
is also true of myowneulogy.com) so, 
while every man may now be a 
king and every woman a queen, 

they’ll also be pitching various con-
sumer products to their future sub-
jects from beyond the grave.  

I was surprised to see in the re-
search I did about this brave new 
world of self-created eulogies that 
a lot of moral thinkers from ortho-
dox rabbis to Deepak Chopra con-
sider the process to be a beneficial 
one. Their reasoning is that setting 
your own life down in concrete terms 
forces you to be thoughtful about it 
and to evaluate it, warts and all. As 
tough as that may be, surely it’s pref-
erable to being processed in a funeral 
factory where, funeral directors re-
port, something in the neighbour-

hood of 50 per cent of the comments 
made at services are made by people 
who have actually never met the sub-
ject. In the majority of these cases, 
clergy is involved, who may have 
been briefed about the dearly de-
parted only the night before or the 
morning of. I’ve attended more than 
one funeral where a complete stran-
ger ends up spouting clichés about a 
person they never met, whose name 
they can barely remember and which 
they, in fact, too often get wrong, 
along with the mangled names of 
those the deceased has loved and by 
whom they are survived.

SO, HArKEnInG BACK to my 
missed opportunity at the Globe, per-
haps the best thing of all is to stum-

ble on your eulogy in advance; 
the naked truth about how un-
involved people who don’t know 

you really see you. In April of 
1888, the brother of a certain 
well-known Swedish chemist 

died while touring France, and 
a French newspaper, mistakenly 

thinking it was the chemist him-
self who had died, published a 

premature obituary of the more 
celebrated and still very much alive 
sibling. The obituary, titled The 
Merchant of Death is Dead, noted 
that the man who made his for-
tune by finding the way to kill more 
people than ever before in the short-
est period of time, died yesterday”. 
The chemist, on reading this obitu-
ary, decided that this was not a leg-
acy he wanted and proceeded to try 
to create a new one. As a result of 
this foresight into the way he would 
be perceived after death, Canada’s 
cherished writer, Alice Munro, just 
won the most prestigious literary 
award on the planet.  That chemist, of 
course, was Alfred nobel, who left us 

not just dynamite, but the Prize 
that bears his name. 

chapter 39

by moses znaimer

Famous Last Words or 
PomPous Last Words

Now the choice is yours
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 He has ceased to be, bereft of 
life, he rests in peace, he has kicked 

the bucket, hopped the twig, bit 
the dust, snuffed it, breathed his 
last, and gone to meet the Great 
Head of Light Entertainment in 

the sky … —John Cleese, Eulogy 
for Monty Python colleague 

Graham Chapman
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sPeaking. no. 2 is death. death is no. 2? does that sound 
right? this means to the average Person, if you go to a 
funeral, you’re better off in the Casket than doing the 
eulogy.”  —Jerry Seinfeld
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go to other people’s 
funerAls. otherwise 
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come to yours.”   

—yogi berrA
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won the most prestigious literary 
award on the planet.  That chemist, of 
course, was Alfred nobel, who left us 

not just dynamite, but the Prize 
that bears his name. 

chapter 39

by moses znaimer

Famous Last Words or 
PomPous Last Words

Now the choice is yours

>Coming next issue …  PaiN is a four-letter word10        everythingzoomer.com    |  december 2013/january 2014

 He has ceased to be, bereft of 
life, he rests in peace, he has kicked 

the bucket, hopped the twig, bit 
the dust, snuffed it, breathed his 
last, and gone to meet the Great 
Head of Light Entertainment in 

the sky … —John Cleese, Eulogy 
for Monty Python colleague 

Graham Chapman

2 TO ROT OR BURN? Zoomer PhilosoPhy, ChaPter 19

1 “aCCording to most studies, PeoPle’s no. 1 fear is PubliC 
sPeaking. no. 2 is death. death is no. 2? does that sound 
right? this means to the average Person, if you go to a 
funeral, you’re better off in the Casket than doing the 
eulogy.”  —Jerry Seinfeld

“AlwAys  
remember to  

go to other people’s 
funerAls. otherwise 

they might not  
come to yours.”   

—yogi berrA
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 I’VE BEEN A pretty sturdy 
guy all my life with more 
than my share of stamina, 
especially at work; a bless-
ing that, ironically, might 
stem from my earliest days 

as a newborn infant in Tajikistan at 
the height of the Second World War 
when, according to my parents, I was 
stricken with several life-threaten-
ing diseases but managed somehow 
to survive them all. Malaria, TB, ty-
phus; my theory is that I was “inocu-
lated” by all these and somehow im-
munized against other ailments as 
well, resulting in the hardiness I’ve 
long enjoyed.

But over the years I’ve had to deal 
with squash injuries to both knees 
that involved arthroscopies, and the 
pains resulting from a fair amount 
of dental work; and for some reason, 
the common painkillers – Aspirin, 
Tylenol, Advil, even Percocet (i.e., 
OxyContin) – just don’t seem to work 
for me. So I’ve sucked up what pain 
there was and carried on. In other 
words, pain to this point has been a 
minor issue for me. But now, because 
I’ve not only reached that point where 
the end of life is naturally on one’s 
mind but also because in the nature 
of my work as president of CARP and 
founder of ZoomerMedia, I’ve come 
to consider death and pain, including 
the subject of assisted suicide where, 
central to the discussion, is the pros-
pect of intractable su� ering. We all 
know someone or know of someone 
who has died painfully and slowly. So, 
in the event that I end up with some-
thing agonizing, my apprehension is 

that my apparent resistance to min-
or painkillers dooms me to a su� ering 
demise. Or is there some other drug 
or treatment that can help me?  In 
broader terms, does anyone really 
have to die in pain anymore, or is the 
fact that some people still do simply 
the result of poor communication and 
palliative care mismanagement?  

What is the use of the pain, any-
way? “Pain” is de� ned by the Oxford 
English Dictionary as “physic-
al suffering or discomfort caused 
by illness or injury.” More interest-
ing is the etymology of the word it-
self.  “Pain” comes from the Latin 
poena and the Greek poine, mean-
ing “punishment” or “penal-
ty.” Punishment for what?  Well, one 
answer is Sin!  Several religions hold 
that we’re born in sin (hence the pain 
of childbirth for both mother and in-
fant) and are condemned to subse-
quent su� ering to either “cleanse” 
us of our crimes and/or to purify us 
so we can pass into Paradise.  

Another answer is the evolution-
ary theory of pain; that pain is a ne-
cessary and lifesaving Early Warning 
System that lets us know that some-
thing bad and dangerous – like cut-
ting or burning or breaking – is go-
ing on. Fine, that makes sense, but 
here’s my question: why does the 
warning have to be delivered as pain?  
Why not as a tickle or a bell, a “tee-
hee” or “ding” instead of an “ouch”?  
Richard Dawkins, anthropologist and 
author of the notorious bestseller, 
The God Myth, asks this question in a 
slightly di� erent way: why does pain 
have to be so painful? Why not just 
enough to do the job?  Dawkins’ an-
swer is that the most � t creature is the 
one whose levels of pain are precisely 
graded to the degree of threat. Thus, 
a minor danger like toe-stubbing gets 
you minor pain, while a great dan-
ger like a heart attack begets great 

pain.  To which my retort is to won-
der if Dawkins has ever had a paper 
cut?  (Very minor danger, very deep 
pain.) Also, if pain exists to help us 
avoid some threats, why do we have so 
much more of it as we get older when 
the greatest threat of all, death, is 
something we can’t avoid at all?

AT ANY RATE, of the three basic 
kinds of pain – chronic minor pain 
(the kind I visit my chiropractor 
about), chronic serious pain (which 
a� ects an astonishing 20 per cent of 
Canadians) and the “breakthrough” 
pain of terminal illnesses like can-
cer and diabetes (the kind that’s on 
my mind) – the good news is that 
the last may be the most control-
lable of all.  According to Dr. Gary 
Rodin, head of the department of 
psychosocial oncology and palliative 
care at Princess Margaret Hospital 
in Toronto, “In almost any circum-
stance, we can now make people com-
fortable. There’s a common fear that 
pain will be uncontrollable in these 
situations, but that is not the usual 
case. We’ve just done a study, which 
is ready for publication, interviewing 
end-of-life caregivers.  In 80 per cent 
of cases, they reported very good 
symptom control.  In the remaining 
20, there were some problems with 
pain control on the one hand and 
what we call ‘transcendent’ symp-
toms on the other; fear of death and 
dying. But we can do better than that 
with this minority as well.”

There are two reasons for the 20 per 
cent “problem” group.  One, end-of-
life treatment has historically been 
more focused on the disease and 
not on the symptoms, particularly 
as technology improved. The result 
has been a generation of physicians 
who have lacked training in palliative 
care and been far more concerned 
with the extension of life than with 
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“side-e� ect” symptoms, most crit-
ically pain and its management. The 
recent emergence of palliative care as 
a specialty is a direct reaction to this 
historic built-in myopia in the med-
ical establishment. The second lin-
gering prejudice confronting e� ect-
ive palliative pain control has been 
concern about addiction. Some of the 
opioid-based drugs used in pain con-
trol, like morphine and OxyContin, 
are known to be addictive in certain 
circumstances. But this concern 
about addiction has always struck 
me as totally absurd in the context of 
terminal patients. Who cares if they 
become addicted? I would far rather 
spend my � nal days as a pain-free so-
called addict than as a su� ering so-
called “clean.” Rodin agrees. “The 
fear of addiction is misplaced in pal-
liative care. It’s far more of an issue 
with chronic pain. But people with 
more advanced cancer, say, should 
not be concerned about addiction; it’s 
not a result in the cases and, even if it 
were, it would be acceptable.” It’s the 
addiction bogeyman that has prob-
ably prevented heroin from being 
legalized for pain treatment in most 
countries, despite the fact that hero-
in (which was originally marketed as 
an analgesic along with Aspirin by 
Bayer in the early 1900s), is general-
ly acknowledged to work more quick-
ly than morphine in lower doses and 
with fewer side e� ects. But because 
heroin is arguably more addictive 
than morphine, to date it is only legal 
for palliative use in Great Britain.1  

Another common misconception 
about palliative pain control is that 
in many cases the only way to man-
age pain is by what is known as “ter-

minal sedation”:  sedating patients 
into unconsciousness, effectively 
putting them to sleep. Again, accord-
ing to Rodin, not true. “In the major-
ity of cases, doses can be titrated to 
control the pain at various stages and 
still reduce side e� ects. [Terminal] 
sedation is used only in a very small 
minority of the very extreme cases.”  

So the chances for a relatively pain-
free end to life and a conscious one 
to boot seem a lot more reassuring 
than I’d feared, even for an appar-
ent pain-medication resistor like 
me.  After all, dental freezing does 
work for me; and a lot of the products 
used for pain relief in palliative care, 

both opioids like morphine and pain-
blocks like spinal epidurals (best 
known for women in childbirth but 
now used increasingly for other pro-
cedures and situations) have a simi-
lar freezing e� ect. 

AMAZINGLY but predictably, there 
are still those who actually maintain 
that eliminating all pain for dying 
patients is an unwarranted inter-
vention into the “natural” course of 
life; and that su� ering cleanses the 
soul before one is to stand before 
God – this despite the fact that even 
the Catholic Church, in the person 

of Pope Pious XII in 1957, endorsed 
the use of “su§  cient medication to 
control pain, even if there was a risk 
of unconsciousness or hastening 
death.”  Pope Pius did add, mind you, 
that such measures could not be used 
to “prevent the carrying out of other 
religious and moral duties.”  But what 
higher moral or religious duty can 
there be, I ask, than to relieve a fellow 
human being of suffering?   Those 
who embrace pain as a laudable end 
in itself, be they certain Opus Dei ad-
herents or Shiite Muslims intent on 
self-puri� cation or sexual sadists and 
masochists intent on sensory grati� -
cation, are free to march to their own 
drummers and refuse relief and re-
lease. But for the rest of us, the very 
real advances around su� ering and 
the end of life constitute good news.  
I’m not trying to sugarcoat the pit-
falls of growing old; there are plenty 
of other sources of age-related stress 
and anguish that remain resistant to 
“treatment” – chief among these be-
ing the potential psychological pain 
that can accompany everything from 
personal emotional issues all the way 
through to money; the getting and 
keeping of which creates much anx-
iety throughout our lives but seems 
particularly acute at this time when 
so many of us worry about outliving 
the funds we have. To date, no one 
has come up with a fool-proof way to 
de  ̈ ect this brand of late-life psych-
ic and economic su� ering. But we 
have at least reached the point where 
our bodily pain can be kept to a min-
imum. “Necessary su� ering” when it 
comes to terminal physical pain is an 
idea that has lasted far beyond its due 
date. It is obsolete and has no place in 
a humane culture. E� ective counter-
measures exist, and none of us, if we 
want them, should be denied them. 
Think of it as a new right – and no 
small victory.  
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THE ZOOMER      PHILOSOPHY
Chapter 40

[1] In September 2013, Health Canada 
authorized some B.C. doctors to pre-
scribe heroin for problem patients 
trying to kick opioid addictions — but 
not for palliative care use. 

PAIN IS A FOUR-
LETTER WORD

And what’s it good for? 
By Moses Znaimer 
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when, according to my parents, I was 
stricken with several life-threaten-
ing diseases but managed somehow 
to survive them all. Malaria, TB, ty-
phus; my theory is that I was “inocu-
lated” by all these and somehow im-
munized against other ailments as 
well, resulting in the hardiness I’ve 
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But over the years I’ve had to deal 
with squash injuries to both knees 
that involved arthroscopies, and the 
pains resulting from a fair amount 
of dental work; and for some reason, 
the common painkillers – Aspirin, 
Tylenol, Advil, even Percocet (i.e., 
OxyContin) – just don’t seem to work 
for me. So I’ve sucked up what pain 
there was and carried on. In other 
words, pain to this point has been a 
minor issue for me. But now, because 
I’ve not only reached that point where 
the end of life is naturally on one’s 
mind but also because in the nature 
of my work as president of CARP and 
founder of ZoomerMedia, I’ve come 
to consider death and pain, including 
the subject of assisted suicide where, 
central to the discussion, is the pros-
pect of intractable su� ering. We all 
know someone or know of someone 
who has died painfully and slowly. So, 
in the event that I end up with some-
thing agonizing, my apprehension is 

that my apparent resistance to min-
or painkillers dooms me to a su� ering 
demise. Or is there some other drug 
or treatment that can help me?  In 
broader terms, does anyone really 
have to die in pain anymore, or is the 
fact that some people still do simply 
the result of poor communication and 
palliative care mismanagement?  

What is the use of the pain, any-
way? “Pain” is de� ned by the Oxford 
English Dictionary as “physic-
al suffering or discomfort caused 
by illness or injury.” More interest-
ing is the etymology of the word it-
self.  “Pain” comes from the Latin 
poena and the Greek poine, mean-
ing “punishment” or “penal-
ty.” Punishment for what?  Well, one 
answer is Sin!  Several religions hold 
that we’re born in sin (hence the pain 
of childbirth for both mother and in-
fant) and are condemned to subse-
quent su� ering to either “cleanse” 
us of our crimes and/or to purify us 
so we can pass into Paradise.  

Another answer is the evolution-
ary theory of pain; that pain is a ne-
cessary and lifesaving Early Warning 
System that lets us know that some-
thing bad and dangerous – like cut-
ting or burning or breaking – is go-
ing on. Fine, that makes sense, but 
here’s my question: why does the 
warning have to be delivered as pain?  
Why not as a tickle or a bell, a “tee-
hee” or “ding” instead of an “ouch”?  
Richard Dawkins, anthropologist and 
author of the notorious bestseller, 
The God Myth, asks this question in a 
slightly di� erent way: why does pain 
have to be so painful? Why not just 
enough to do the job?  Dawkins’ an-
swer is that the most � t creature is the 
one whose levels of pain are precisely 
graded to the degree of threat. Thus, 
a minor danger like toe-stubbing gets 
you minor pain, while a great dan-
ger like a heart attack begets great 

pain.  To which my retort is to won-
der if Dawkins has ever had a paper 
cut?  (Very minor danger, very deep 
pain.) Also, if pain exists to help us 
avoid some threats, why do we have so 
much more of it as we get older when 
the greatest threat of all, death, is 
something we can’t avoid at all?

AT ANY RATE, of the three basic 
kinds of pain – chronic minor pain 
(the kind I visit my chiropractor 
about), chronic serious pain (which 
a� ects an astonishing 20 per cent of 
Canadians) and the “breakthrough” 
pain of terminal illnesses like can-
cer and diabetes (the kind that’s on 
my mind) – the good news is that 
the last may be the most control-
lable of all.  According to Dr. Gary 
Rodin, head of the department of 
psychosocial oncology and palliative 
care at Princess Margaret Hospital 
in Toronto, “In almost any circum-
stance, we can now make people com-
fortable. There’s a common fear that 
pain will be uncontrollable in these 
situations, but that is not the usual 
case. We’ve just done a study, which 
is ready for publication, interviewing 
end-of-life caregivers.  In 80 per cent 
of cases, they reported very good 
symptom control.  In the remaining 
20, there were some problems with 
pain control on the one hand and 
what we call ‘transcendent’ symp-
toms on the other; fear of death and 
dying. But we can do better than that 
with this minority as well.”

There are two reasons for the 20 per 
cent “problem” group.  One, end-of-
life treatment has historically been 
more focused on the disease and 
not on the symptoms, particularly 
as technology improved. The result 
has been a generation of physicians 
who have lacked training in palliative 
care and been far more concerned 
with the extension of life than with 
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ive palliative pain control has been 
concern about addiction. Some of the 
opioid-based drugs used in pain con-
trol, like morphine and OxyContin, 
are known to be addictive in certain 
circumstances. But this concern 
about addiction has always struck 
me as totally absurd in the context of 
terminal patients. Who cares if they 
become addicted? I would far rather 
spend my � nal days as a pain-free so-
called addict than as a su� ering so-
called “clean.” Rodin agrees. “The 
fear of addiction is misplaced in pal-
liative care. It’s far more of an issue 
with chronic pain. But people with 
more advanced cancer, say, should 
not be concerned about addiction; it’s 
not a result in the cases and, even if it 
were, it would be acceptable.” It’s the 
addiction bogeyman that has prob-
ably prevented heroin from being 
legalized for pain treatment in most 
countries, despite the fact that hero-
in (which was originally marketed as 
an analgesic along with Aspirin by 
Bayer in the early 1900s), is general-
ly acknowledged to work more quick-
ly than morphine in lower doses and 
with fewer side e� ects. But because 
heroin is arguably more addictive 
than morphine, to date it is only legal 
for palliative use in Great Britain.1  

Another common misconception 
about palliative pain control is that 
in many cases the only way to man-
age pain is by what is known as “ter-

minal sedation”:  sedating patients 
into unconsciousness, effectively 
putting them to sleep. Again, accord-
ing to Rodin, not true. “In the major-
ity of cases, doses can be titrated to 
control the pain at various stages and 
still reduce side e� ects. [Terminal] 
sedation is used only in a very small 
minority of the very extreme cases.”  

So the chances for a relatively pain-
free end to life and a conscious one 
to boot seem a lot more reassuring 
than I’d feared, even for an appar-
ent pain-medication resistor like 
me.  After all, dental freezing does 
work for me; and a lot of the products 
used for pain relief in palliative care, 

both opioids like morphine and pain-
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known for women in childbirth but 
now used increasingly for other pro-
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AMAZINGLY but predictably, there 
are still those who actually maintain 
that eliminating all pain for dying 
patients is an unwarranted inter-
vention into the “natural” course of 
life; and that su� ering cleanses the 
soul before one is to stand before 
God – this despite the fact that even 
the Catholic Church, in the person 
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the use of “su§  cient medication to 
control pain, even if there was a risk 
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death.”  Pope Pius did add, mind you, 
that such measures could not be used 
to “prevent the carrying out of other 
religious and moral duties.”  But what 
higher moral or religious duty can 
there be, I ask, than to relieve a fellow 
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who embrace pain as a laudable end 
in itself, be they certain Opus Dei ad-
herents or Shiite Muslims intent on 
self-puri� cation or sexual sadists and 
masochists intent on sensory grati� -
cation, are free to march to their own 
drummers and refuse relief and re-
lease. But for the rest of us, the very 
real advances around su� ering and 
the end of life constitute good news.  
I’m not trying to sugarcoat the pit-
falls of growing old; there are plenty 
of other sources of age-related stress 
and anguish that remain resistant to 
“treatment” – chief among these be-
ing the potential psychological pain 
that can accompany everything from 
personal emotional issues all the way 
through to money; the getting and 
keeping of which creates much anx-
iety throughout our lives but seems 
particularly acute at this time when 
so many of us worry about outliving 
the funds we have. To date, no one 
has come up with a fool-proof way to 
de  ̈ ect this brand of late-life psych-
ic and economic su� ering. But we 
have at least reached the point where 
our bodily pain can be kept to a min-
imum. “Necessary su� ering” when it 
comes to terminal physical pain is an 
idea that has lasted far beyond its due 
date. It is obsolete and has no place in 
a humane culture. E� ective counter-
measures exist, and none of us, if we 
want them, should be denied them. 
Think of it as a new right – and no 
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 I’VE ALWAYS CONSIDERED 
myself lucky to have come of 
age in the ’50s and ’60s, a 
time of unprecedented lib-
eration in Western culture, 
including attitudes to sex. 

I came “on-stream” just as the pill 
arrived and just as my local culture 
heroes, Irving Layton and Leonard 
Cohen, appeared on the Canadian 
literary scene daring to talk about 
this still “secret thing,” sex, which 
itself was trying to shake o�  the lin-
gering shackles of Victorian prud-
ery. It was the post-war era of Henry 
Miller and Lenny Bruce, who was ar-
rested in the U.S.A. for daring to sug-
gest that watching two people make 
love might be healthier than watch-
ing two people trying to kill each 
other. It was the era of American 
Supreme Court cases and obscenity 
trials about whether or not a bosom 
could be seen or said on screen. It was 
the era of Masters and Johnson.  

IN 1964, William H. Masters, 
an obstetrician-gynecologist at 
Washington University in St. 
Louis, and his assistant, Virginia E. 
Johnson, released the � rst results of 
a study involving their direct obser-
vation of some 700 willing subjects 
engaged in some “10,000 complete 
cycles of sexual response.” As anyone 
who’s been watching the Showtime 
TV series Masters of Sex will know, 
the duo’s � ndings were explosive at 
the time: scandalous to older people, 
electrifying to younger (I was 21). 
Among other things, their study 
showed that women were capable of 

multiple orgasms and so were pot-
entially far superior to men in their 
capacity to enjoy sex; and that fe-
male orgasms were just as likely to be 
clitoral as vaginal, which meant that 
a woman could satisfy herself as fully 
as a male. The study also showed that 
as long as people remained reason-
ably healthy and had access to “in-
terested and interesting partners,” 
there was no absolute age at which 
sexual abilities disappeared. While 
it might take longer for men to be-
come aroused and for women to lu-
bricate, the research acknowledged 
that a signi� cant number of older 
men and women were capable of “ex-
citement and orgasm well into their 
70s and beyond.” Eureka!

Masters and Johnson have a par-
ticular resonance for this issue of 
Zoomer magazine, falling as it does 
precisely 50 years after their land-
mark work and marking the � rst an-
nual publication of the Zoomer Sex 
Survey, titled “We’re Still Having 
Sex: Better With Age.” It’s fascinat-
ing to look at our survey and compare 
it with the conclusions Masters and 
Johnson drew about adults in gener-
al and older adults in particular. I’m 
not talking about the details of the 
survey but its philosophical slant. 
Masters and Johnson were primar-
ily concerned with sexual behav-
iour, with what people actually did. 
The behaviours M & J uncovered, 
far more extensive than anyone ex-
pected, were explosive precisely be-
cause of how repressive and guilt-
ridden the public imagination still 
was about sex at that time; people 
did the deeds but didn’t admit them, 
their bodies were ahead of their spir-
its. Our survey, on the other hand, is 
as much about attitude as it is about 
behaviour; and it’s in attitude that 
we’re exponentially more liberated 
than our counterparts 50 years ago. 

For example, where the average adult 
in 1964 would have considered “nor-
mal” sex to consist almost exclusive-
ly of heterosexual intercourse, the 
majority of those surveyed by us to-
day de� ne sexual activity as a broad 
spectrum consisting of: “sexual 
intercourse, oral sex, genital stimu-
lation or masturbation.” In relation 
to that spectrum, a strong majority 
report enjoying and wanting sex and 
being actively engaged in sexual ac-
tivity, with “half always ready to go 
and the other half needing a bit of 
time to get in the game.” In addition, 
the greater maturity of our cohort 
seems to go along with fewer sexual 
inhibitions and more sexual honesty: 
two-thirds say they’re “less inhibited 
about sex now that [they’re] older …” 
and three-quarters are ready to ask 
for what they want sexually and, con-
versely, have a “high degree of con� -
dence” in their ability to satisfy their 
sexual partners. Well more than half 
are willing to try new things when it 
comes to sex; and for nearly half, 
those new things include novel pos-
itions and the use of arousing porno.  

TO UNDERSTAND how we’ve 
reached the dawning of what appears 
to be a “new” age of Aquarius, you 
have to take into account the history 
of the � rst. For a good 15 years after 
the advent of the pill, through the 
peace and love movement, through 
the rise of feminism and the com-
ing out of homosexuality, there was 
an ever-expanding sense of sexual 
freedom and experimentation that 
seems now, in retrospect, pretty 
close to idyllic.   For a brief moment, 
even promiscuity, was not really con-
sidered decadent but a healthy way to 
achieve God’s gift of pleasure and not 
just for boys but for girls. The only re-
sidual fear was still the age-old one 
of “knocking up” a girl and ruining 
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two, maybe three lives at once. The 
notion that sex itself could be dan-
gerous, though – let alone lethal – 
was unthinkable.  

This situation changed, with dra-
matic suddenness, in the 1980s, 
when the chill set in. First there 
was the herpes scare, with its pyra-
mid scheme-like paranoia that 
the virus was going to rapidly and 
inevitably infect every person on 
the planet. Then, even more grim, 
came AIDS. Freedom was replaced 
by constraint. I remember feeling 
bad for the young people I knew at 
the time because they were 
coming into sex when sex 
could mean death. Not sur-
prisingly, they expressed 
less of that instinctive zest 
for sex than kids had 20 
years earlier.  

SO IS IT SURPRISING – 
it shouldn’t be – that to-
day a “new” attitude to-
ward sex has emerged 
among the aging popula-
tion, spearheaded by that 
familiar kind of libera-
tion. What’s new is the old 
resurrected. In a way, we’ve brought 
the ’60’s into our 60s. Why should 
this shock anyone? We are, after all 
(pardon the hubris), the generation 
that created the sexual revolution. I 
mean, we practically “invented” sex, 
didn’t we? So is it really eye-opening 
when our survey con� rms our demo-
graphic’s tolerance for difference 
as we grow older? That we haven’t 
become more set in our ways and 
crankier à la the historic stereotype 
but, in fact, against type, more lib-
eral? That we’re not just more will-
ing to try new sexual scenarios and 
activities but relational strategies as 
well? That the fastest growing demo-
graphic using online dating sites like 

OkCupid and eHarmony and Zoomer 
Singles are mature adults?     

At the same time, we’re not as reck-
less as we were then in the � rst full 
² ood of the sexual revolution. Our 
openness has been tempered by the 
succeeding plagues and even gays in 
their pursuit of equality have em-
braced the conventions of bour-
geois marriage and family. So, what’s 
truly surprising to me as a proud and 
happy survivor of the sexual revolu-
tion is that this latest manifesta-
tion of our changed attitude seems 
so, dare I say, tepid. In the ’60s, we 

greeted sex with an almost giddy 
abandon; today, we’re still open 
enough and comfortable enough 
with it but, for me, somehow, the ex-
citement is missing.  

Maybe this was inevitable, given 
the blows sex took in the ’80s and 
’90s. After all, two of the most cele-
brated sexual icons of that period, 
Dr. Ruth Westheimer, 85, and Sue 
Johanson (of the “Sunday Night 
Sex Show” and “Talk Sex With Sue 
Johanson”), 84, earned their repu-
tations dispensing practical, often 
graphic sexual advice to a genera-
tion of nervous young people calling 
in to their shows to make sure that 
they weren’t leaving their partners 

dissatis� ed or courting a terminal 
illness, often in the same question. 
Maybe it was only natural that some 
of that prudence should have rubbed 
o�  on us, too, and that’s why, in our 
reserved Canadian way, we ended 
up 17th on the 2008 Durex Sexual 
Well-being Global Survey by nation-
ality (a statistic I lament and that I, 
proud Canuck and ardent lover, � nd 
a touch embarrassing). 

THAT THE GEN-XERS and gen-
Ys, teenagers and 20- and 30-some-
things, who  inherited one of the 

gloomier sexual cultures 
in recent memory, found  
a welcome source of liber-
ation in the sexual advice 
of two women half a cen-
tury their senior would 
seem strange; but why 
not? Sue Johanson and 
Dr. Ruth treat sex as a hu-
man activity that can be 
enormously pleasurable, 
but that is not the end of 
the world. This is an idea 
that’s both reassuring and 
revolutionary. What was 
also revolutionary was 

that this advice was being dispensed 
by two women who were not exact-
ly beauty queens, as if to underline 
that, contrary to depiction in pop 
culture, you don’t have to be drop-
dead gorgeous at 60 with a body that 
looks 30 à la Christie Brinkley to 
enjoy one of life’s greatest pleasures 
to the very end. Perhaps Dr. Ruth’s 
tag line, delivered in her signature 
Yiddish Mama accent, said it best: 
“Get some.” I second the motion. 
To the extent that each of us can, 
we should relax, get liberated again 
and, yet again, if we choose, “Get 
lucky and get some.” 

Besides, research has shown it’s 
really good for your health. 

THE ZOOMER      PHILOSOPHY
Chapter 41

SEX: 
WHAT? AGAIN?

You Bet. Sexual Liberation  2.0 
By Moses Znaimer 

 COMING NEXT ISSUE … ASSISTED SUICIDE: WHAT? AGAIN?

“How would you feel about incorporating 
sex into our sex life?”
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 I’VE ALWAYS CONSIDERED 
myself lucky to have come of 
age in the ’50s and ’60s, a 
time of unprecedented lib-
eration in Western culture, 
including attitudes to sex. 

I came “on-stream” just as the pill 
arrived and just as my local culture 
heroes, Irving Layton and Leonard 
Cohen, appeared on the Canadian 
literary scene daring to talk about 
this still “secret thing,” sex, which 
itself was trying to shake o�  the lin-
gering shackles of Victorian prud-
ery. It was the post-war era of Henry 
Miller and Lenny Bruce, who was ar-
rested in the U.S.A. for daring to sug-
gest that watching two people make 
love might be healthier than watch-
ing two people trying to kill each 
other. It was the era of American 
Supreme Court cases and obscenity 
trials about whether or not a bosom 
could be seen or said on screen. It was 
the era of Masters and Johnson.  

IN 1964, William H. Masters, 
an obstetrician-gynecologist at 
Washington University in St. 
Louis, and his assistant, Virginia E. 
Johnson, released the � rst results of 
a study involving their direct obser-
vation of some 700 willing subjects 
engaged in some “10,000 complete 
cycles of sexual response.” As anyone 
who’s been watching the Showtime 
TV series Masters of Sex will know, 
the duo’s � ndings were explosive at 
the time: scandalous to older people, 
electrifying to younger (I was 21). 
Among other things, their study 
showed that women were capable of 

multiple orgasms and so were pot-
entially far superior to men in their 
capacity to enjoy sex; and that fe-
male orgasms were just as likely to be 
clitoral as vaginal, which meant that 
a woman could satisfy herself as fully 
as a male. The study also showed that 
as long as people remained reason-
ably healthy and had access to “in-
terested and interesting partners,” 
there was no absolute age at which 
sexual abilities disappeared. While 
it might take longer for men to be-
come aroused and for women to lu-
bricate, the research acknowledged 
that a signi� cant number of older 
men and women were capable of “ex-
citement and orgasm well into their 
70s and beyond.” Eureka!

Masters and Johnson have a par-
ticular resonance for this issue of 
Zoomer magazine, falling as it does 
precisely 50 years after their land-
mark work and marking the � rst an-
nual publication of the Zoomer Sex 
Survey, titled “We’re Still Having 
Sex: Better With Age.” It’s fascinat-
ing to look at our survey and compare 
it with the conclusions Masters and 
Johnson drew about adults in gener-
al and older adults in particular. I’m 
not talking about the details of the 
survey but its philosophical slant. 
Masters and Johnson were primar-
ily concerned with sexual behav-
iour, with what people actually did. 
The behaviours M & J uncovered, 
far more extensive than anyone ex-
pected, were explosive precisely be-
cause of how repressive and guilt-
ridden the public imagination still 
was about sex at that time; people 
did the deeds but didn’t admit them, 
their bodies were ahead of their spir-
its. Our survey, on the other hand, is 
as much about attitude as it is about 
behaviour; and it’s in attitude that 
we’re exponentially more liberated 
than our counterparts 50 years ago. 

For example, where the average adult 
in 1964 would have considered “nor-
mal” sex to consist almost exclusive-
ly of heterosexual intercourse, the 
majority of those surveyed by us to-
day de� ne sexual activity as a broad 
spectrum consisting of: “sexual 
intercourse, oral sex, genital stimu-
lation or masturbation.” In relation 
to that spectrum, a strong majority 
report enjoying and wanting sex and 
being actively engaged in sexual ac-
tivity, with “half always ready to go 
and the other half needing a bit of 
time to get in the game.” In addition, 
the greater maturity of our cohort 
seems to go along with fewer sexual 
inhibitions and more sexual honesty: 
two-thirds say they’re “less inhibited 
about sex now that [they’re] older …” 
and three-quarters are ready to ask 
for what they want sexually and, con-
versely, have a “high degree of con� -
dence” in their ability to satisfy their 
sexual partners. Well more than half 
are willing to try new things when it 
comes to sex; and for nearly half, 
those new things include novel pos-
itions and the use of arousing porno.  

TO UNDERSTAND how we’ve 
reached the dawning of what appears 
to be a “new” age of Aquarius, you 
have to take into account the history 
of the � rst. For a good 15 years after 
the advent of the pill, through the 
peace and love movement, through 
the rise of feminism and the com-
ing out of homosexuality, there was 
an ever-expanding sense of sexual 
freedom and experimentation that 
seems now, in retrospect, pretty 
close to idyllic.   For a brief moment, 
even promiscuity, was not really con-
sidered decadent but a healthy way to 
achieve God’s gift of pleasure and not 
just for boys but for girls. The only re-
sidual fear was still the age-old one 
of “knocking up” a girl and ruining 
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two, maybe three lives at once. The 
notion that sex itself could be dan-
gerous, though – let alone lethal – 
was unthinkable.  

This situation changed, with dra-
matic suddenness, in the 1980s, 
when the chill set in. First there 
was the herpes scare, with its pyra-
mid scheme-like paranoia that 
the virus was going to rapidly and 
inevitably infect every person on 
the planet. Then, even more grim, 
came AIDS. Freedom was replaced 
by constraint. I remember feeling 
bad for the young people I knew at 
the time because they were 
coming into sex when sex 
could mean death. Not sur-
prisingly, they expressed 
less of that instinctive zest 
for sex than kids had 20 
years earlier.  

SO IS IT SURPRISING – 
it shouldn’t be – that to-
day a “new” attitude to-
ward sex has emerged 
among the aging popula-
tion, spearheaded by that 
familiar kind of libera-
tion. What’s new is the old 
resurrected. In a way, we’ve brought 
the ’60’s into our 60s. Why should 
this shock anyone? We are, after all 
(pardon the hubris), the generation 
that created the sexual revolution. I 
mean, we practically “invented” sex, 
didn’t we? So is it really eye-opening 
when our survey con� rms our demo-
graphic’s tolerance for difference 
as we grow older? That we haven’t 
become more set in our ways and 
crankier à la the historic stereotype 
but, in fact, against type, more lib-
eral? That we’re not just more will-
ing to try new sexual scenarios and 
activities but relational strategies as 
well? That the fastest growing demo-
graphic using online dating sites like 

OkCupid and eHarmony and Zoomer 
Singles are mature adults?     

At the same time, we’re not as reck-
less as we were then in the � rst full 
² ood of the sexual revolution. Our 
openness has been tempered by the 
succeeding plagues and even gays in 
their pursuit of equality have em-
braced the conventions of bour-
geois marriage and family. So, what’s 
truly surprising to me as a proud and 
happy survivor of the sexual revolu-
tion is that this latest manifesta-
tion of our changed attitude seems 
so, dare I say, tepid. In the ’60s, we 

greeted sex with an almost giddy 
abandon; today, we’re still open 
enough and comfortable enough 
with it but, for me, somehow, the ex-
citement is missing.  

Maybe this was inevitable, given 
the blows sex took in the ’80s and 
’90s. After all, two of the most cele-
brated sexual icons of that period, 
Dr. Ruth Westheimer, 85, and Sue 
Johanson (of the “Sunday Night 
Sex Show” and “Talk Sex With Sue 
Johanson”), 84, earned their repu-
tations dispensing practical, often 
graphic sexual advice to a genera-
tion of nervous young people calling 
in to their shows to make sure that 
they weren’t leaving their partners 

dissatis� ed or courting a terminal 
illness, often in the same question. 
Maybe it was only natural that some 
of that prudence should have rubbed 
o�  on us, too, and that’s why, in our 
reserved Canadian way, we ended 
up 17th on the 2008 Durex Sexual 
Well-being Global Survey by nation-
ality (a statistic I lament and that I, 
proud Canuck and ardent lover, � nd 
a touch embarrassing). 

THAT THE GEN-XERS and gen-
Ys, teenagers and 20- and 30-some-
things, who  inherited one of the 

gloomier sexual cultures 
in recent memory, found  
a welcome source of liber-
ation in the sexual advice 
of two women half a cen-
tury their senior would 
seem strange; but why 
not? Sue Johanson and 
Dr. Ruth treat sex as a hu-
man activity that can be 
enormously pleasurable, 
but that is not the end of 
the world. This is an idea 
that’s both reassuring and 
revolutionary. What was 
also revolutionary was 

that this advice was being dispensed 
by two women who were not exact-
ly beauty queens, as if to underline 
that, contrary to depiction in pop 
culture, you don’t have to be drop-
dead gorgeous at 60 with a body that 
looks 30 à la Christie Brinkley to 
enjoy one of life’s greatest pleasures 
to the very end. Perhaps Dr. Ruth’s 
tag line, delivered in her signature 
Yiddish Mama accent, said it best: 
“Get some.” I second the motion. 
To the extent that each of us can, 
we should relax, get liberated again 
and, yet again, if we choose, “Get 
lucky and get some.” 

Besides, research has shown it’s 
really good for your health. 
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 W HEN YOU’RE WRIT-
ING a column, it’s 
inevitable to have 
to return to topics 

you’ve covered before, either because 
they’re too complex to sum up in one 
go or they’ve become newsworthy 
again. Still, it’s rare to have to revisit 
something as quickly as I am here 
with the story of Margot Bentley1. 
But a recent court decision in the 
case of this 82-year-old suffering 
from advanced Alzheimer’s disease 
galvanizes me to action. 

The decision was brought down 
by the Supreme Court of British 
Columbia in a dispute between the 
Bentley family on one side and the 
Maplewood Nursing Home, togeth-
er with the province of British 
Columbia, on the other. In my opin-
ion, the decision is stunningly cruel 
to Margot Bentley and may represent 
a major intrusion into the lives of all 
aging Canadians. 

A quick recap. In 1991, Margot, a 
senior nurse who had for many years 
specialized in dementia care, signed 
a Statement of Wishes, directing 
that should she ever be so similar-
ly stricken with no hope of recovery, 
she be allowed to die without “hero-
ic measures” or arti� cial means, in-
cluding the “dispensing of nourish-
ment or liquids.” By the late ’90s, she 
was displaying early symptoms of the 
very thing she dreaded, Alzheimer’s 
disease, and, by 2011, she was in the 
� nal seventh stage – mute, immobile, 
surviving only because of spoon-

feeding, which involved the re� exive 
opening of her mouth when her lips 
were tapped with a spoon. Her daugh-
ter and proxy, Katherine Hammond, 
contacted the Maplewood Nursing 
Home, where her mother was a resi-
dent, and asked that its caregivers 
stop feeding Margot per her own 
instructions. After stalling for sev-
eral months, Maplewood not only 
refused to stop the feeding, they re-
fused to let Hammond and her dad 
and siblings transfer their mother 
to a hospice or Hammond’s home. 
Their argument: spoon-feeding 
wasn’t “health” care but basic or 
“personal” care, and Margot was 
“consenting” to the care by open-
ing her mouth. Further, they said, if 
caregivers were to stop feeding, they 
could be charged with neglect under 
the province’s Adult Guardianship 
Act. In reply, the family launched a 
lawsuit against Maplewood, its par-
ent organization, Fraser Health, 
and the province to get the feeding 
stopped. The B.C. Supreme Court 
began hearing the case last August, 
with the Honourable Mr. Justice 
Bruce Greyell presiding. Justice 
Greyell’s verdict was rendered this 
Feb. 3: in virtually every instance, 
he sided with the nursing home. He 
ruled the caregivers were to con-
tinue to spoon-feed Margot and that 
the home was justi� ed in holding her 
a resident there, despite her family’s 
strong wishes to the contrary. 

To say I was astonished, � oored, 
gobsmacked by the judgment would 
be an understatement. It had never 
occurred to me that a signed instruc-
tion, so detailed, and written by a 
person who so vividly knew exact-
ly what indignity advanced demen-
tia could in� ict, could be rejected by 
the Court. But other people closer to 
the trial were less surprised, among 
them Wanda Morris, the executive 

director of Dying with Dignity, an 
organization of which Christopher 
Plummer and I are lead patrons. She 
observed that a number of new argu-
ments had been raised at the trial 
that seemed to tilt the balance to-
ward the nursing home and the prov-
ince. One of these was that Margot’s 
original Statement of Wishes was 
legally vague and consequently in-
valid. Another was the reference 
to a second letter of instructions 
that Margot’s husband discovered 
in 2011, which apparently post-dat-
ed the first and which once again 
directed that she wanted no heroic or 
arti� cial measures, (including tube 
feeding) but which did not include 
the phrase “no nourishment and li-
quids.” In a twist worthy of a crime 
novel, Mr. Bentley swore that there 
was no signature at the bottom of this 
second document when he � rst saw 
it. Somehow, at a subsequent date, 
after Margot’s daughter gave the 
second Statement of Wishes to the 
director of the nursing home, a sig-
nature appeared on it which neither 
Mr. Bentley nor his daughter recog-
nized as Margot’s. In his decision, 
Justice Greyell wrote:  “[The plain-
ti£ s] assert that the signature is a 
forgery but o£ er no explanation for 
who may have forged the signature or 
why.” Funny, I can.

Almost every one of the judge’s 
� ndings strike me as odd, if not per-
verse. He found that because Margot 
opens her mouth when it is tapped 
with a spoon, she is “capable of mak-
ing the decision to accept oral nu-
trition and hydration and [is] pro-
viding her consent through [this] 
behaviour …” to which Dr. Jocelyn 
Downie, a professor at Dalhousie 
University Law School who special-
izes in the intersection of law, ethics 
and health care and who thinks the 
Bentley judgment is a travesty of jus-
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tice, says she doesn’t believe some-
one with Stage 7 dementia can pos-
sibly be competent. She also notes 
that courts have already ruled that 
an incompetent patient with de-
mentia cannot overrule a decision of 
their competent pre-dementia self. 
To my amazement, Justice Greyell 
found that Margot ’s � rst Statement 
of Wishes was vague – his reasoning: 
although Margot clearly stated that if 
a situation arose in which there was 
“no reasonable hope of recovery from 
extreme physical or mental disabil-
ity,”  she did not want to be adminis-
tered any “nourishment or liquids” 
and also � rst forbade any “arti� cial 
or heroic measures.” Because 
spoon-feeding could not be de-
� ned as arti� cial or heroic, ac-
cording to Justice Greyell, what 
Margot most likely meant by no 
nourishment or liquids, was no 
tube feeding. 

But actually, little of all this 
matters because, at the end of 
his judgment, the judge says that 
even if everything the Bentleys 
argued were correct, he would 
still have ruled against them. In his 
own words: “Even if Mrs. Bentley 
was found incapable of making the 
decision to accept oral nutrition and 
hydration, I am not satis� ed that the 
British Columbia legislature intend-
ed to allow reference to previously 
expressed wishes or substitute deci-
sion makers to be relied on to refuse 
basic personal care that is neces-
sary to preserve life.” Translation? If 
Margot really meant she didn’t want 
to be spoon-fed if she was ravaged by 
dementia, she was actually, elective-
ly, asking for help in dying, and that 
was assisted suicide, which is illegal 
in B.C. and in the rest of Canada. All 
the rest of the arguments, it would 
appear, were but a smokescreen. 
Why spend so much time on them 

if they are irrelevant? Why take up 
every one of the plainti£ ’s claims so 
systematically if a broader law ren-
dered them moot in the � rst place? 
Was the justice trying to cover every 
base in the event of an appeal? Or 
was he just trying to convince him-
self? It’s hard to believe that Justice 
Greyell was not aware that Margot 
did not want to live a life where she 
signalled consent by opening and 
closing her mouth. Yet he refused 
to grant her the death she wanted. 
By way of explanation, I thought (I 
guess I hoped) he’d say that he was 
sorry but hamstrung by the law and 
felt for her plight. But he didn’t!

If this fate can befall Margot, is any 
of us safe? The awful irony, of course, 
is that it should have been Margot. 
Who knew the real face of dementia 
better than she? Who tried harder to 
avoid what she dreaded might come? 
Who has more standing in the strug-
gle to rest in peace? 

This decision is important to all 
those who have thought through their 
own demise and created Advance 
Directives. Certainly, I’ll be phoning 
my lawyer to go over my Living Will 
and, if you have one, perhaps you 
should, too. What we all thought was 
clear may no longer be clear enough. 
Kieran Bridge, the Bentley family’s 
lawyer, suggests that Justice Greyell 
has set a standard of clarity so high 
that the greatest jurists in the world 

would have trouble satisfying it. Still, 
we must try.

Clearly, the issue of feeding needs 
more de� nition. Can the Directive 
show that at signing the patient 
understood that he or she might at 
some point not be able to feed them-
selves without assistance? On the 
other hand, when does assistance be-
come too much? Does opening of the 
mouth constitute “consent”?

Another issue, perhaps the scari-
est of them all, concerns the per-
son whose mind is still fully alive 
but whose body is not. They may be 
trapped within, without movement, 
voice or even vision. That was Sue 

Rodriguez. That is my greatest 
fear.

And, from the caregiver’s side, 
the executor’s side, how does a 
person develop the knowledge, 
the strength and the con� dence 
to carry out the Directive for 
their loved one when pressured 
on all sides by the medical sys-
tem, the legal system and other 
members of the family?

While Dying with Dignity fo-
cuses its efforts on those who are 
grievously and irremediably ill and 
su£ ering unbearably, that Margot is 
neither terminal nor in any appar-
ent physical discomfort brings into 
high relief the fact that our rapid-
ly aging world will soon need to also 
confront the advisability of allowing 
mentally competent older individ-
uals su£ ering from various chronic 
and excruciating non-terminal prob-
lems to receive professional assist-
ance in dying if that is their persis-
tent wish and demand.

As Bing Sherrill, a reader from 
Bu£ alo, N.Y., put in a letter to me: 
“This is not an easy or happy sub-
ject. But the more discussion ahead 
of the challenge, the better prepared 
we will be for the inevitable.”  

THE ZOOMER  PHILOSOPHY
Chapter 42

ASSISTED SUICIDE 
– WHAT AGAIN?

A Shocking Decision
By Moses Znaimer 
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“The monitors all show that you’re dead ... but 
to be sure, we’ll need to run some more tests.”
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 W HEN YOU’RE WRIT-
ING a column, it’s 
inevitable to have 
to return to topics 

you’ve covered before, either because 
they’re too complex to sum up in one 
go or they’ve become newsworthy 
again. Still, it’s rare to have to revisit 
something as quickly as I am here 
with the story of Margot Bentley1. 
But a recent court decision in the 
case of this 82-year-old suffering 
from advanced Alzheimer’s disease 
galvanizes me to action. 

The decision was brought down 
by the Supreme Court of British 
Columbia in a dispute between the 
Bentley family on one side and the 
Maplewood Nursing Home, togeth-
er with the province of British 
Columbia, on the other. In my opin-
ion, the decision is stunningly cruel 
to Margot Bentley and may represent 
a major intrusion into the lives of all 
aging Canadians. 

A quick recap. In 1991, Margot, a 
senior nurse who had for many years 
specialized in dementia care, signed 
a Statement of Wishes, directing 
that should she ever be so similar-
ly stricken with no hope of recovery, 
she be allowed to die without “hero-
ic measures” or arti� cial means, in-
cluding the “dispensing of nourish-
ment or liquids.” By the late ’90s, she 
was displaying early symptoms of the 
very thing she dreaded, Alzheimer’s 
disease, and, by 2011, she was in the 
� nal seventh stage – mute, immobile, 
surviving only because of spoon-

feeding, which involved the re� exive 
opening of her mouth when her lips 
were tapped with a spoon. Her daugh-
ter and proxy, Katherine Hammond, 
contacted the Maplewood Nursing 
Home, where her mother was a resi-
dent, and asked that its caregivers 
stop feeding Margot per her own 
instructions. After stalling for sev-
eral months, Maplewood not only 
refused to stop the feeding, they re-
fused to let Hammond and her dad 
and siblings transfer their mother 
to a hospice or Hammond’s home. 
Their argument: spoon-feeding 
wasn’t “health” care but basic or 
“personal” care, and Margot was 
“consenting” to the care by open-
ing her mouth. Further, they said, if 
caregivers were to stop feeding, they 
could be charged with neglect under 
the province’s Adult Guardianship 
Act. In reply, the family launched a 
lawsuit against Maplewood, its par-
ent organization, Fraser Health, 
and the province to get the feeding 
stopped. The B.C. Supreme Court 
began hearing the case last August, 
with the Honourable Mr. Justice 
Bruce Greyell presiding. Justice 
Greyell’s verdict was rendered this 
Feb. 3: in virtually every instance, 
he sided with the nursing home. He 
ruled the caregivers were to con-
tinue to spoon-feed Margot and that 
the home was justi� ed in holding her 
a resident there, despite her family’s 
strong wishes to the contrary. 

To say I was astonished, � oored, 
gobsmacked by the judgment would 
be an understatement. It had never 
occurred to me that a signed instruc-
tion, so detailed, and written by a 
person who so vividly knew exact-
ly what indignity advanced demen-
tia could in� ict, could be rejected by 
the Court. But other people closer to 
the trial were less surprised, among 
them Wanda Morris, the executive 

director of Dying with Dignity, an 
organization of which Christopher 
Plummer and I are lead patrons. She 
observed that a number of new argu-
ments had been raised at the trial 
that seemed to tilt the balance to-
ward the nursing home and the prov-
ince. One of these was that Margot’s 
original Statement of Wishes was 
legally vague and consequently in-
valid. Another was the reference 
to a second letter of instructions 
that Margot’s husband discovered 
in 2011, which apparently post-dat-
ed the first and which once again 
directed that she wanted no heroic or 
arti� cial measures, (including tube 
feeding) but which did not include 
the phrase “no nourishment and li-
quids.” In a twist worthy of a crime 
novel, Mr. Bentley swore that there 
was no signature at the bottom of this 
second document when he � rst saw 
it. Somehow, at a subsequent date, 
after Margot’s daughter gave the 
second Statement of Wishes to the 
director of the nursing home, a sig-
nature appeared on it which neither 
Mr. Bentley nor his daughter recog-
nized as Margot’s. In his decision, 
Justice Greyell wrote:  “[The plain-
ti£ s] assert that the signature is a 
forgery but o£ er no explanation for 
who may have forged the signature or 
why.” Funny, I can.

Almost every one of the judge’s 
� ndings strike me as odd, if not per-
verse. He found that because Margot 
opens her mouth when it is tapped 
with a spoon, she is “capable of mak-
ing the decision to accept oral nu-
trition and hydration and [is] pro-
viding her consent through [this] 
behaviour …” to which Dr. Jocelyn 
Downie, a professor at Dalhousie 
University Law School who special-
izes in the intersection of law, ethics 
and health care and who thinks the 
Bentley judgment is a travesty of jus-
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tice, says she doesn’t believe some-
one with Stage 7 dementia can pos-
sibly be competent. She also notes 
that courts have already ruled that 
an incompetent patient with de-
mentia cannot overrule a decision of 
their competent pre-dementia self. 
To my amazement, Justice Greyell 
found that Margot ’s � rst Statement 
of Wishes was vague – his reasoning: 
although Margot clearly stated that if 
a situation arose in which there was 
“no reasonable hope of recovery from 
extreme physical or mental disabil-
ity,”  she did not want to be adminis-
tered any “nourishment or liquids” 
and also � rst forbade any “arti� cial 
or heroic measures.” Because 
spoon-feeding could not be de-
� ned as arti� cial or heroic, ac-
cording to Justice Greyell, what 
Margot most likely meant by no 
nourishment or liquids, was no 
tube feeding. 

But actually, little of all this 
matters because, at the end of 
his judgment, the judge says that 
even if everything the Bentleys 
argued were correct, he would 
still have ruled against them. In his 
own words: “Even if Mrs. Bentley 
was found incapable of making the 
decision to accept oral nutrition and 
hydration, I am not satis� ed that the 
British Columbia legislature intend-
ed to allow reference to previously 
expressed wishes or substitute deci-
sion makers to be relied on to refuse 
basic personal care that is neces-
sary to preserve life.” Translation? If 
Margot really meant she didn’t want 
to be spoon-fed if she was ravaged by 
dementia, she was actually, elective-
ly, asking for help in dying, and that 
was assisted suicide, which is illegal 
in B.C. and in the rest of Canada. All 
the rest of the arguments, it would 
appear, were but a smokescreen. 
Why spend so much time on them 

if they are irrelevant? Why take up 
every one of the plainti£ ’s claims so 
systematically if a broader law ren-
dered them moot in the � rst place? 
Was the justice trying to cover every 
base in the event of an appeal? Or 
was he just trying to convince him-
self? It’s hard to believe that Justice 
Greyell was not aware that Margot 
did not want to live a life where she 
signalled consent by opening and 
closing her mouth. Yet he refused 
to grant her the death she wanted. 
By way of explanation, I thought (I 
guess I hoped) he’d say that he was 
sorry but hamstrung by the law and 
felt for her plight. But he didn’t!

If this fate can befall Margot, is any 
of us safe? The awful irony, of course, 
is that it should have been Margot. 
Who knew the real face of dementia 
better than she? Who tried harder to 
avoid what she dreaded might come? 
Who has more standing in the strug-
gle to rest in peace? 

This decision is important to all 
those who have thought through their 
own demise and created Advance 
Directives. Certainly, I’ll be phoning 
my lawyer to go over my Living Will 
and, if you have one, perhaps you 
should, too. What we all thought was 
clear may no longer be clear enough. 
Kieran Bridge, the Bentley family’s 
lawyer, suggests that Justice Greyell 
has set a standard of clarity so high 
that the greatest jurists in the world 

would have trouble satisfying it. Still, 
we must try.

Clearly, the issue of feeding needs 
more de� nition. Can the Directive 
show that at signing the patient 
understood that he or she might at 
some point not be able to feed them-
selves without assistance? On the 
other hand, when does assistance be-
come too much? Does opening of the 
mouth constitute “consent”?

Another issue, perhaps the scari-
est of them all, concerns the per-
son whose mind is still fully alive 
but whose body is not. They may be 
trapped within, without movement, 
voice or even vision. That was Sue 

Rodriguez. That is my greatest 
fear.

And, from the caregiver’s side, 
the executor’s side, how does a 
person develop the knowledge, 
the strength and the con� dence 
to carry out the Directive for 
their loved one when pressured 
on all sides by the medical sys-
tem, the legal system and other 
members of the family?

While Dying with Dignity fo-
cuses its efforts on those who are 
grievously and irremediably ill and 
su£ ering unbearably, that Margot is 
neither terminal nor in any appar-
ent physical discomfort brings into 
high relief the fact that our rapid-
ly aging world will soon need to also 
confront the advisability of allowing 
mentally competent older individ-
uals su£ ering from various chronic 
and excruciating non-terminal prob-
lems to receive professional assist-
ance in dying if that is their persis-
tent wish and demand.

As Bing Sherrill, a reader from 
Bu£ alo, N.Y., put in a letter to me: 
“This is not an easy or happy sub-
ject. But the more discussion ahead 
of the challenge, the better prepared 
we will be for the inevitable.”  

THE ZOOMER  PHILOSOPHY
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 W HEN YOU’RE WRIT-
ING a column, it’s 
inevitable to have 
to return to topics 

you’ve covered before, either because 
they’re too complex to sum up in one 
go or they’ve become newsworthy 
again. Still, it’s rare to have to revisit 
something as quickly as I am here 
with the story of Margot Bentley1. 
But a recent court decision in the 
case of this 82-year-old suffering 
from advanced Alzheimer’s disease 
galvanizes me to action. 

The decision was brought down 
by the Supreme Court of British 
Columbia in a dispute between the 
Bentley family on one side and the 
Maplewood Nursing Home, togeth-
er with the province of British 
Columbia, on the other. In my opin-
ion, the decision is stunningly cruel 
to Margot Bentley and may represent 
a major intrusion into the lives of all 
aging Canadians. 

A quick recap. In 1991, Margot, a 
senior nurse who had for many years 
specialized in dementia care, signed 
a Statement of Wishes, directing 
that should she ever be so similar-
ly stricken with no hope of recovery, 
she be allowed to die without “hero-
ic measures” or arti� cial means, in-
cluding the “dispensing of nourish-
ment or liquids.” By the late ’90s, she 
was displaying early symptoms of the 
very thing she dreaded, Alzheimer’s 
disease, and, by 2011, she was in the 
� nal seventh stage – mute, immobile, 
surviving only because of spoon-

feeding, which involved the re� exive 
opening of her mouth when her lips 
were tapped with a spoon. Her daugh-
ter and proxy, Katherine Hammond, 
contacted the Maplewood Nursing 
Home, where her mother was a resi-
dent, and asked that its caregivers 
stop feeding Margot per her own 
instructions. After stalling for sev-
eral months, Maplewood not only 
refused to stop the feeding, they re-
fused to let Hammond and her dad 
and siblings transfer their mother 
to a hospice or Hammond’s home. 
Their argument: spoon-feeding 
wasn’t “health” care but basic or 
“personal” care, and Margot was 
“consenting” to the care by open-
ing her mouth. Further, they said, if 
caregivers were to stop feeding, they 
could be charged with neglect under 
the province’s Adult Guardianship 
Act. In reply, the family launched a 
lawsuit against Maplewood, its par-
ent organization, Fraser Health, 
and the province to get the feeding 
stopped. The B.C. Supreme Court 
began hearing the case last August, 
with the Honourable Mr. Justice 
Bruce Greyell presiding. Justice 
Greyell’s verdict was rendered this 
Feb. 3: in virtually every instance, 
he sided with the nursing home. He 
ruled the caregivers were to con-
tinue to spoon-feed Margot and that 
the home was justi� ed in holding her 
a resident there, despite her family’s 
strong wishes to the contrary. 

To say I was astonished, � oored, 
gobsmacked by the judgment would 
be an understatement. It had never 
occurred to me that a signed instruc-
tion, so detailed, and written by a 
person who so vividly knew exact-
ly what indignity advanced demen-
tia could in� ict, could be rejected by 
the Court. But other people closer to 
the trial were less surprised, among 
them Wanda Morris, the executive 

director of Dying with Dignity, an 
organization of which Christopher 
Plummer and I are lead patrons. She 
observed that a number of new argu-
ments had been raised at the trial 
that seemed to tilt the balance to-
ward the nursing home and the prov-
ince. One of these was that Margot’s 
original Statement of Wishes was 
legally vague and consequently in-
valid. Another was the reference 
to a second letter of instructions 
that Margot’s husband discovered 
in 2011, which apparently post-dat-
ed the first and which once again 
directed that she wanted no heroic or 
arti� cial measures, (including tube 
feeding) but which did not include 
the phrase “no nourishment and li-
quids.” In a twist worthy of a crime 
novel, Mr. Bentley swore that there 
was no signature at the bottom of this 
second document when he � rst saw 
it. Somehow, at a subsequent date, 
after Margot’s daughter gave the 
second Statement of Wishes to the 
director of the nursing home, a sig-
nature appeared on it which neither 
Mr. Bentley nor his daughter recog-
nized as Margot’s. In his decision, 
Justice Greyell wrote:  “[The plain-
ti£ s] assert that the signature is a 
forgery but o£ er no explanation for 
who may have forged the signature or 
why.” Funny, I can.

Almost every one of the judge’s 
� ndings strike me as odd, if not per-
verse. He found that because Margot 
opens her mouth when it is tapped 
with a spoon, she is “capable of mak-
ing the decision to accept oral nu-
trition and hydration and [is] pro-
viding her consent through [this] 
behaviour …” to which Dr. Jocelyn 
Downie, a professor at Dalhousie 
University Law School who special-
izes in the intersection of law, ethics 
and health care and who thinks the 
Bentley judgment is a travesty of jus-
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tice, says she doesn’t believe some-
one with Stage 7 dementia can pos-
sibly be competent. She also notes 
that courts have already ruled that 
an incompetent patient with de-
mentia cannot overrule a decision of 
their competent pre-dementia self. 
To my amazement, Justice Greyell 
found that Margot ’s � rst Statement 
of Wishes was vague – his reasoning: 
although Margot clearly stated that if 
a situation arose in which there was 
“no reasonable hope of recovery from 
extreme physical or mental disabil-
ity,”  she did not want to be adminis-
tered any “nourishment or liquids” 
and also � rst forbade any “arti� cial 
or heroic measures.” Because 
spoon-feeding could not be de-
� ned as arti� cial or heroic, ac-
cording to Justice Greyell, what 
Margot most likely meant by no 
nourishment or liquids, was no 
tube feeding. 

But actually, little of all this 
matters because, at the end of 
his judgment, the judge says that 
even if everything the Bentleys 
argued were correct, he would 
still have ruled against them. In his 
own words: “Even if Mrs. Bentley 
was found incapable of making the 
decision to accept oral nutrition and 
hydration, I am not satis� ed that the 
British Columbia legislature intend-
ed to allow reference to previously 
expressed wishes or substitute deci-
sion makers to be relied on to refuse 
basic personal care that is neces-
sary to preserve life.” Translation? If 
Margot really meant she didn’t want 
to be spoon-fed if she was ravaged by 
dementia, she was actually, elective-
ly, asking for help in dying, and that 
was assisted suicide, which is illegal 
in B.C. and in the rest of Canada. All 
the rest of the arguments, it would 
appear, were but a smokescreen. 
Why spend so much time on them 

if they are irrelevant? Why take up 
every one of the plainti£ ’s claims so 
systematically if a broader law ren-
dered them moot in the � rst place? 
Was the justice trying to cover every 
base in the event of an appeal? Or 
was he just trying to convince him-
self? It’s hard to believe that Justice 
Greyell was not aware that Margot 
did not want to live a life where she 
signalled consent by opening and 
closing her mouth. Yet he refused 
to grant her the death she wanted. 
By way of explanation, I thought (I 
guess I hoped) he’d say that he was 
sorry but hamstrung by the law and 
felt for her plight. But he didn’t!

If this fate can befall Margot, is any 
of us safe? The awful irony, of course, 
is that it should have been Margot. 
Who knew the real face of dementia 
better than she? Who tried harder to 
avoid what she dreaded might come? 
Who has more standing in the strug-
gle to rest in peace? 

This decision is important to all 
those who have thought through their 
own demise and created Advance 
Directives. Certainly, I’ll be phoning 
my lawyer to go over my Living Will 
and, if you have one, perhaps you 
should, too. What we all thought was 
clear may no longer be clear enough. 
Kieran Bridge, the Bentley family’s 
lawyer, suggests that Justice Greyell 
has set a standard of clarity so high 
that the greatest jurists in the world 

would have trouble satisfying it. Still, 
we must try.

Clearly, the issue of feeding needs 
more de� nition. Can the Directive 
show that at signing the patient 
understood that he or she might at 
some point not be able to feed them-
selves without assistance? On the 
other hand, when does assistance be-
come too much? Does opening of the 
mouth constitute “consent”?

Another issue, perhaps the scari-
est of them all, concerns the per-
son whose mind is still fully alive 
but whose body is not. They may be 
trapped within, without movement, 
voice or even vision. That was Sue 

Rodriguez. That is my greatest 
fear.

And, from the caregiver’s side, 
the executor’s side, how does a 
person develop the knowledge, 
the strength and the con� dence 
to carry out the Directive for 
their loved one when pressured 
on all sides by the medical sys-
tem, the legal system and other 
members of the family?

While Dying with Dignity fo-
cuses its efforts on those who are 
grievously and irremediably ill and 
su£ ering unbearably, that Margot is 
neither terminal nor in any appar-
ent physical discomfort brings into 
high relief the fact that our rapid-
ly aging world will soon need to also 
confront the advisability of allowing 
mentally competent older individ-
uals su£ ering from various chronic 
and excruciating non-terminal prob-
lems to receive professional assist-
ance in dying if that is their persis-
tent wish and demand.

As Bing Sherrill, a reader from 
Bu£ alo, N.Y., put in a letter to me: 
“This is not an easy or happy sub-
ject. But the more discussion ahead 
of the challenge, the better prepared 
we will be for the inevitable.”  

THE ZOOMER  PHILOSOPHY
Chapter 42

ASSISTED SUICIDE 
– WHAT AGAIN?

A Shocking Decision
By Moses Znaimer 

 COMING NEXT ISSUE … IT’S THE STOOP, STUPID! POSTURE AS A SIGNIFIER OF AGING

1. SEE “THE ZOOMER PHILOSOPHY,” CHAPTER 37, 
OCTOBER 2013

“The monitors all show that you’re dead ... but 
to be sure, we’ll need to run some more tests.”



120



121



122

THE ZOOMER      PHILOSOPHY

10 – JUNE 2014 everythingzoomer.com

 NOW YOU might think 
that nothing could be 
easier than standing 
or sitting up straight; 

turns out, nothing is harder. That’s 
why, lately, I’ve been strapping on a 
BackTone 4000 Posture Trainer, an 
apparatus that looks like a shoulder 
holster but without the gun. What 
the BT 4000 does is beep every time 
its wearer (me) slouches or stoops. I 
turned to a device because one day I 
spotted a stranger in a passing mir-
ror, someone who sort of looked like 
me and dressed like me but whose 
visible “chicken head” startled me 
and made him seem a stranger, 
someone carrying on, but no longer 
e� ortlessly; somebody who was not 
me because I felt � ne. 

All my life, instead of letting my 
skull sit properly on my spine, I’ve 
been leading with my head, neck 
and chin thrust out. This is probably 
the result of a certain “Oh, yeah?” 
stance on my part, not pugnacious 
exactly but alert to danger, while at 
the same time being curious, eager, 
forward. Nor am I the only such pos-
ture culprit in the world. In fact, 
everywhere I look, people are tilted 
and o�  keel to varying degrees. So 
to the Great Signi� ers of Aging that 
I’ve so far touched on in these pages 
– weight gain, hair loss, sleep issues, 
sex issues, joint pain, prostate prob-
lems, menopause problems, fading 
eyesight, hearing and memory – I 
now propose to add: the Stoop.  

How did we come to habitually 
carry our head, shoulders and spine 

bowed down and forward, and why is 
it so hard to correct? What happened 
to tip us over? First, I point the � n-
ger at technology: and not just the 
up-to-the-minute latest digital giz-
mo variety but a trio of classics that 
the original Homo erectus didn’t have 
to deal with. The � rst is reading. In 
an orderly world, you would lift the 
material in question to the level of 
your eye, in which case your back 
would be straight and your neck un-
hunched. Instead, we typically bring 
our eye and upper torso down to the 
book or magazine or paper, wher-
ever it may lie, creating the curved 
back and back of neck bulge that, as 
it becomes chronic, will come to be 

medically known as kyphosis (hyper-
kyphosis is the scienti� c term for 
the dreaded dowager’s hump). The 
second scourge is writing, which 
starts with the same hunched-over 
position but then adds another pres-
sure point, the free arm on which we 
lean. And, as if all that’s not enough 
to make you crooked, the paper be-
ing written on is often slanted diag-
onally, which in turn causes the neck 
to twist yet again. As for those who 
think that they’ve been inoculated 
against the perils of old school rea-
din’-writin’ by sitting in front of a 
computer, consider “The Ascent and 
Descent of Man” (shown above). 

In the “olden” days of the analogue 
telephone, people developed the hab-
it of wedging the receiver between 

ear and shoulder so hands were free 
to – what else? – read and write while 
they talked. They might do this for 
a couple of hours a day. Eventually 
someone had the bright idea of in-
venting a shoulder cradle for the re-
ceiver, which institutionalized the 
whole crazy process by making it just 
comfortable enough that you could 
do it longer, creating more ear, neck 
and shoulder strain and pain. Then 
came cellphones, smartphones and 
tablets, which got rid of the shoul-
der brace but substituted something 
even worse: the endless looking 
down, which enables people to com-
bine the de� cits of reading, writing 
and talking on the phone all at once. 

To watch people in the street today, 
heads bent low, is to predict a coming 
epidemic of neck, shoulder and back 
disorders that will exhaust armies of 
chiropractors and physiotherapists.

All the Stoop-inducing factors I’ve 
mentioned so far pertain to every-
body and take hold early. There are 
two, however, that primarily a� ect 
us, the most Stoop-prone demo-
graphic. One I’d never heard of be-
fore is sarcopenia, technically “the 
loss of muscle mass and co-ordin-
ation that results from aging.” It is 
the result of three physical changes 
related to aging: motor unit restruc-
turing, protein de� ciency and hor-
monal shifts. Among other pleasant 
outcomes (sagging facial skin and 
sunken ribcages), sarcopenia can 
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shrink skeletal muscles, the ones 
that support the spine and shoulder 
bones and keep the Stoop at bay.

The better-known age-related pos-
tural factor is osteoporosis, speci� c-
ally the loss of bone density and the 
multiple small fractures that can 
occur in a person’s spine as they age. 
As Dr. Anthony Komaro�  of Harvard 
Medical School explains, when ver-
tebra fracture they don’t snap, they 
compress. “In many cases, vertebral 
fractures cause little or no pain. The 
main clue that they have occurred is 
a gradual shrinkage or stooped pos-
ture.” (Shrinkage, as a lot of us know, 
can be as dramatic as the Stoop. Jack 
Nicklaus, the legendary golfer who in 
his prime was called the Golden Bear 
for his size, recently told reporters 
that at age 74, he has lost four to � ve 
inches of height.) 

BEFORE THINGS GET too bleak, 
let me point out that sarcopenia and 
osteoporosis can both be combated 
by nutrition (calcium and vitamin D) 
and, particularly, Resistance. The ef-
� cacy of weight training or isomet-
rics on preventing muscle loss has 
been known ever since astronauts 
started spending long periods of 
time in zero gravity, which can eer-
ily mimic sarcopenia. Studies have 
shown that astronauts and sen-
iors who lift weights experience 
far less muscle degradation than 
their counterparts who don’t. A U.S. 
Department of Agriculture study 
found that “elderly participants who 
did resistance training for 45 min-
utes, three times a week for 12 weeks 
saw an average increase of 32 per 
cent muscle � bre and a 30 per cent 
increase in strength.” In other words, 
there is no need for elderly people to 
“live out their days stooped over and 
shu£  ing about.”

The rub with the Stoop, though, 

is that even if your muscle strength 
is adequate, retraining your body 
to recon� gure itself into a thought-
less, naturally erect posture can be 
extremely di¤  cult and not a little 
frustrating. This is partly because 
it’s easy to tell when someone else is 
stooping but close to impossible to 
detect it in yourself. (One of the rea-
sons I bought my posture beeper was 
because the person I had recruited 
to remind me whenever I was o� -
centre got tired of having to say “Sit 
up!” or “Posture!” or “Neck!” every 
15 seconds.) According to Heather 
Chapman, a registered Ontario kin-
esthesiologist and practitioner of 
Z-Health, a regimen of visual re-
orientation to correct body align-
ment, “You have to neurological-
ly retrain your body. Your joints are 
jammed, either because you’ve al-
ways been bent over kyphotically like 
that or because of an injury or be-
cause you’re visually impaired. Even 
if you’re not visually impaired, your 
visual system may have gotten used 
to telling you that you’re standing 
erectly when you’re not. Often this 
is a protective re  ̈ ex; your body sim-
ply feels more comfortable in its o� -
kilter position. To position yourself 
otherwise is actually threatening.”

I can relate completely. Recently, 
I tried the Alexander Technique, 
which was developed by an early 20th-
century Australian actor named 
Frederick Matthias Alexander, who 
was having voice problems onstage 
and found that by copying the erect 
body positions of dancers, he could 
enunciate more clearly and com-
fortably. The technique teaches you 
to be conscious of your posture at all 
times, as if a string were running up 
your spine through the centre of your 
head, pulling you skyward. Try it. For 
me, initially, nothing felt less natur-
al. It was remarkably uncomfortable 

to hold my shoulders back and walk 
straight; it seemed stultifying and 
stilted.

Hence the BackTone 4000.  It’s 
not the only posture correction de-
vice out there; you can � nd literal-
ly hundreds online. They tend to fall 
into two main categories: posture 
braces and corsets, which physical-
ly force you into an upright position, 
and posture feedback devices, which 
don’t restrict your movement but, in-
stead, let you know through sound or 
vibration when you’re not level. My 
device is of the latter type. It beeps. 
Constantly. 

So let me leave you with these 
thoughts: confidence and appear-
ance both start with how you hold 
yourself. Because life naturally 
tends to pull us the other way, it can 
be challenging and frustrating to re-
member to stand tall and strong. But 
it’s worth it if you can pull it o�  be-
cause the wider signi� cance of head 
carriage for overall physical func-
tion is just coming to be understood. 
Indeed, standing up straight or sit-
ting up straight is the hardest thing 
in this world to do.

Unless you’re this guy:
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 NOW YOU might think 
that nothing could be 
easier than standing 
or sitting up straight; 

turns out, nothing is harder. That’s 
why, lately, I’ve been strapping on a 
BackTone 4000 Posture Trainer, an 
apparatus that looks like a shoulder 
holster but without the gun. What 
the BT 4000 does is beep every time 
its wearer (me) slouches or stoops. I 
turned to a device because one day I 
spotted a stranger in a passing mir-
ror, someone who sort of looked like 
me and dressed like me but whose 
visible “chicken head” startled me 
and made him seem a stranger, 
someone carrying on, but no longer 
e� ortlessly; somebody who was not 
me because I felt � ne. 

All my life, instead of letting my 
skull sit properly on my spine, I’ve 
been leading with my head, neck 
and chin thrust out. This is probably 
the result of a certain “Oh, yeah?” 
stance on my part, not pugnacious 
exactly but alert to danger, while at 
the same time being curious, eager, 
forward. Nor am I the only such pos-
ture culprit in the world. In fact, 
everywhere I look, people are tilted 
and o�  keel to varying degrees. So 
to the Great Signi� ers of Aging that 
I’ve so far touched on in these pages 
– weight gain, hair loss, sleep issues, 
sex issues, joint pain, prostate prob-
lems, menopause problems, fading 
eyesight, hearing and memory – I 
now propose to add: the Stoop.  

How did we come to habitually 
carry our head, shoulders and spine 

bowed down and forward, and why is 
it so hard to correct? What happened 
to tip us over? First, I point the � n-
ger at technology: and not just the 
up-to-the-minute latest digital giz-
mo variety but a trio of classics that 
the original Homo erectus didn’t have 
to deal with. The � rst is reading. In 
an orderly world, you would lift the 
material in question to the level of 
your eye, in which case your back 
would be straight and your neck un-
hunched. Instead, we typically bring 
our eye and upper torso down to the 
book or magazine or paper, wher-
ever it may lie, creating the curved 
back and back of neck bulge that, as 
it becomes chronic, will come to be 

medically known as kyphosis (hyper-
kyphosis is the scienti� c term for 
the dreaded dowager’s hump). The 
second scourge is writing, which 
starts with the same hunched-over 
position but then adds another pres-
sure point, the free arm on which we 
lean. And, as if all that’s not enough 
to make you crooked, the paper be-
ing written on is often slanted diag-
onally, which in turn causes the neck 
to twist yet again. As for those who 
think that they’ve been inoculated 
against the perils of old school rea-
din’-writin’ by sitting in front of a 
computer, consider “The Ascent and 
Descent of Man” (shown above). 

In the “olden” days of the analogue 
telephone, people developed the hab-
it of wedging the receiver between 

ear and shoulder so hands were free 
to – what else? – read and write while 
they talked. They might do this for 
a couple of hours a day. Eventually 
someone had the bright idea of in-
venting a shoulder cradle for the re-
ceiver, which institutionalized the 
whole crazy process by making it just 
comfortable enough that you could 
do it longer, creating more ear, neck 
and shoulder strain and pain. Then 
came cellphones, smartphones and 
tablets, which got rid of the shoul-
der brace but substituted something 
even worse: the endless looking 
down, which enables people to com-
bine the de� cits of reading, writing 
and talking on the phone all at once. 

To watch people in the street today, 
heads bent low, is to predict a coming 
epidemic of neck, shoulder and back 
disorders that will exhaust armies of 
chiropractors and physiotherapists.

All the Stoop-inducing factors I’ve 
mentioned so far pertain to every-
body and take hold early. There are 
two, however, that primarily a� ect 
us, the most Stoop-prone demo-
graphic. One I’d never heard of be-
fore is sarcopenia, technically “the 
loss of muscle mass and co-ordin-
ation that results from aging.” It is 
the result of three physical changes 
related to aging: motor unit restruc-
turing, protein de� ciency and hor-
monal shifts. Among other pleasant 
outcomes (sagging facial skin and 
sunken ribcages), sarcopenia can 
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shrink skeletal muscles, the ones 
that support the spine and shoulder 
bones and keep the Stoop at bay.

The better-known age-related pos-
tural factor is osteoporosis, speci� c-
ally the loss of bone density and the 
multiple small fractures that can 
occur in a person’s spine as they age. 
As Dr. Anthony Komaro�  of Harvard 
Medical School explains, when ver-
tebra fracture they don’t snap, they 
compress. “In many cases, vertebral 
fractures cause little or no pain. The 
main clue that they have occurred is 
a gradual shrinkage or stooped pos-
ture.” (Shrinkage, as a lot of us know, 
can be as dramatic as the Stoop. Jack 
Nicklaus, the legendary golfer who in 
his prime was called the Golden Bear 
for his size, recently told reporters 
that at age 74, he has lost four to � ve 
inches of height.) 

BEFORE THINGS GET too bleak, 
let me point out that sarcopenia and 
osteoporosis can both be combated 
by nutrition (calcium and vitamin D) 
and, particularly, Resistance. The ef-
� cacy of weight training or isomet-
rics on preventing muscle loss has 
been known ever since astronauts 
started spending long periods of 
time in zero gravity, which can eer-
ily mimic sarcopenia. Studies have 
shown that astronauts and sen-
iors who lift weights experience 
far less muscle degradation than 
their counterparts who don’t. A U.S. 
Department of Agriculture study 
found that “elderly participants who 
did resistance training for 45 min-
utes, three times a week for 12 weeks 
saw an average increase of 32 per 
cent muscle � bre and a 30 per cent 
increase in strength.” In other words, 
there is no need for elderly people to 
“live out their days stooped over and 
shu£  ing about.”

The rub with the Stoop, though, 

is that even if your muscle strength 
is adequate, retraining your body 
to recon� gure itself into a thought-
less, naturally erect posture can be 
extremely di¤  cult and not a little 
frustrating. This is partly because 
it’s easy to tell when someone else is 
stooping but close to impossible to 
detect it in yourself. (One of the rea-
sons I bought my posture beeper was 
because the person I had recruited 
to remind me whenever I was o� -
centre got tired of having to say “Sit 
up!” or “Posture!” or “Neck!” every 
15 seconds.) According to Heather 
Chapman, a registered Ontario kin-
esthesiologist and practitioner of 
Z-Health, a regimen of visual re-
orientation to correct body align-
ment, “You have to neurological-
ly retrain your body. Your joints are 
jammed, either because you’ve al-
ways been bent over kyphotically like 
that or because of an injury or be-
cause you’re visually impaired. Even 
if you’re not visually impaired, your 
visual system may have gotten used 
to telling you that you’re standing 
erectly when you’re not. Often this 
is a protective re  ̈ ex; your body sim-
ply feels more comfortable in its o� -
kilter position. To position yourself 
otherwise is actually threatening.”

I can relate completely. Recently, 
I tried the Alexander Technique, 
which was developed by an early 20th-
century Australian actor named 
Frederick Matthias Alexander, who 
was having voice problems onstage 
and found that by copying the erect 
body positions of dancers, he could 
enunciate more clearly and com-
fortably. The technique teaches you 
to be conscious of your posture at all 
times, as if a string were running up 
your spine through the centre of your 
head, pulling you skyward. Try it. For 
me, initially, nothing felt less natur-
al. It was remarkably uncomfortable 

to hold my shoulders back and walk 
straight; it seemed stultifying and 
stilted.

Hence the BackTone 4000.  It’s 
not the only posture correction de-
vice out there; you can � nd literal-
ly hundreds online. They tend to fall 
into two main categories: posture 
braces and corsets, which physical-
ly force you into an upright position, 
and posture feedback devices, which 
don’t restrict your movement but, in-
stead, let you know through sound or 
vibration when you’re not level. My 
device is of the latter type. It beeps. 
Constantly. 

So let me leave you with these 
thoughts: confidence and appear-
ance both start with how you hold 
yourself. Because life naturally 
tends to pull us the other way, it can 
be challenging and frustrating to re-
member to stand tall and strong. But 
it’s worth it if you can pull it o�  be-
cause the wider signi� cance of head 
carriage for overall physical func-
tion is just coming to be understood. 
Indeed, standing up straight or sit-
ting up straight is the hardest thing 
in this world to do.

Unless you’re this guy:

Chapter 43
IT’S THE STOOP, 

STUPID!
From Homo erectus to Homo 

bentus in only two million years
By Moses Znaimer 

 COMING NEXT ISSUE … AN OPEN LETTER TO P.E.I. PREMIER ROBERT GHIZ
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D ear Premier Ghiz;
Recently, I attended 

the annual dinner of 
Canada’s Public Policy 

Forum in Toronto, the biggest gath-
ering of policy wonks, lobbyists and 
advocates in the country. The desig-
nated host had cancelled at the 11th 
hour and you, a practiced and clev-
er speaker, had been brought in as a 
last-minute saviour. It seemed a for-
tuitous choice. I found your warm-up 
entertaining, but it’s when you pro-
posed to give us your take on the “No. 
1 challenge facing Canada in the fu-
ture from a public policy perspec-
tive … our aging population … and its 
implications for our health-care sys-
tem” that you really got my attention.   

As premier of a province at the epi-
centre of the growing older demo-
graphic, you seemed perfectly 
placed to have a fresh appreciation 
of this relatively new phenomenon. 
Instead, I was dismayed to hear you 
launch into the old refrain about how 
a rising tide of grey will bankrupt the 
country. I was hoping for a new view, 
even inspiration. But all you had was 
the standard alarm – and some con-
venient misdirection to support it.  

Premier Ghiz, every statistic you 
cited was accurate, yet virtually every 
implication you drew from those 
stats was not. My aim in this letter 
is to demonstrate the disconnect be-
tween the point you thought you were 
making and the attitude you actual-
ly revealed.1 

1. “We need to deal with an aging 
population in Canada. Just to give 
you some statistics: In 1971, eight 
per cent of Canadians were 65 years 
or older. By 2011, that number in-
creased to 14.4 per cent, and by 2031, 
22.8 per cent of Canadians will be 65 
years or older. The case in Atlantic 
Canada is even worse …”  

First, why choose the word “worse” 
to characterize the fact that there 
are proportionately more old people 
in the Maritimes than in the rest of 
the country? Why not say “more pro-
nounced” or “more challenging”; 
better still, why not � nd an oppor-
tunity here to turn so-called adver-
sity into advantage? I’m not being 
a Pollyanna. Your choice of adjec-
tive tells me you think of widespread 
old age as calamitous. In fact, it’s 
a miracle, the fruit of civilization’s 
progress in nutrition, sanitation, 
education, science, medicine and 
peace. And I’ve got news for you: lots 
of 80-year-olds playing cards in a food 
court are not a calamity. As Dr. Samir 
Sinha, the (young) head of geriat-
rics at Mt. Sinai Hospital in Toronto, 
noted recently at the Sano�  Pasteur 
Healthcare Venture Challenge, the 
question is whether we regard old 
age “as a disease, or an achievement.” 
Nowhere in your remarks do I get the 
sense that old people in large num-
bers are anything but a threat. They 
are and should be P.E.I.’s adornment, 
one of your province’s unique selling 
points, perhaps even a core industry 
that contributes to the greater good.

Second is the tone of impending 
doom in your analysis. You didn’t 
actually use the word “tsunami” to 
characterize the deluge about to hit 
health-care costs in Canada but you 
did evoke images of irresistible devas-
tation. It is a powerful but misleading 
metaphor. Yes, there has been a long 
and sustained rise in health spend-

ing, but it has to do with many more 
things than just an aging population.  

According to a Canadian Institute 
for Health Information report, 
Health Care in Canada, 2011 – a 
Focus on Seniors and Aging, between 
the years 2002 and 2012, “the rate of 
spending growth for seniors was ac-
tually lower than the rates for non-
senior adults,” adding “less than one 
per cent to public-sector health spend-
ing each year.”

The real drivers of this spending 
are the steady push in the cost of doc-
tors and drugs and the cost creep in 
technology with its new machines, 
tests and surgeries. Overall, and on 
its own, aging adds around 20 per 
cent to the annual health-care bill, 
while changes in the cost of treat-
ment for all patients add the remain-
ing 80 per cent2.

Then there’s the “65” thing. By 
choosing 65, you’re demonstrating 
that you – and public policy in gener-
al – are still stuck in 1916. That’s the 
year Germany pegged retirement at 
65, which was also, not co-incidental-
ly, life expectancy at the time. Today, 
most of us can look forward to 20-plus 
years after 65, with 17 of those char-
acterized by good health and produc-
tivity. Sixty-� ve should not be the in-
£ ection point from which to declare a 
health-care crisis; besides, the crisis 
isn’t what you think it is.

2. “While seniors represent just over 
14 per cent of our population, they 
account for 40 per cent of hospital 
services and 45 per cent of provin-
cial and territorial spending on 
health care … Seniors visit their 
family doctors twice as much as non-
senior adults. Eighty-two per cent of 
home-care clients are 65 and older.”

Right, Premier Ghiz! Those num-
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bers are also correct, but taken bare 
they convey a distorted message. 
Sinha encountered the same stats 
when he trained as a geriatrics resi-
dent, but something about them puz-
zled him: “As a Winnipeg boy do-
ing his medical-school training in 
Ontario, I thought, wow, Ontario’s 
really weird because it seems that 
when you retire, you sell your house 
and move into a hospital. Sixty per 
cent of my patients were older people, 
and [according to the statistics] they 
seemed to be living there. When I ask 
my own trainees today what percent-
age of older people they think is ill, 
they say the majority.” But it’s sim-
ply not true! In 1995, F.D. Wolinsky 
published a study involving a group 
of 75-year-old adults he tracked 
over a period of seven years to dis-
cover their hospital and doctor’s 
o§  ce usage. He found that nearly 
half his study group didn’t go near 
a hospital in those seven years; 
they were leading healthy, active 
lives, travelling, volunteering, tak-
ing care of their grandchildren. 
Another quarter only visited the hos-
pital once in those same seven years; 
and that trend continues today.  

So how is it that your numbers can 
still be technically correct, Premier 
Ghiz, even if the majority of 65- to 
80-year-olds are healthy? It has to do 
with a phenomenon that gets far less 
attention than the stereotypes and 
the myths. It turns out that the pa-
tients who use the greatest propor-
tion of hospital and other intensive 
treatment resources are those who 
have multiple chronic health issues 
or people with functional impair-
ments who have trouble performing 
basic self-care activities like bath-
ing and preparing food. Both groups 
are disproportionately likely to be 
in their last year or two of life. What 
percentage of seniors do these two 

groups comprise? Ten per cent. Yet 
this 10 per cent accounts for 60 per 
cent of all health-care costs incurred 
by the so-called over-65s. This means 
that a sliver of the population, barely 
1.5 per cent, accounts for close to 30 
per cent of total health-care costs. If 
there is a crisis, it lies with that sliver, 
and how we treat that sliver is a meas-
ure of our humanity. 

3. “Seniors spend 1.5 times more in a 
hospital stay than non-seniors and 
require 70 per cent more resources.”

Right again, Premier Ghiz, but 
why is that? When Tommy Douglas 

introduced medicare in the 1960s, 
the average Canadian was 27. So the 
system was designed to cater to a 
young population: hospital facili-
ties, procedures and recovery rates 
were geared toward the physiology 
and psychology of the young. Is it any 
wonder that older patients processed 
through hospitals still following that 
original design do not respond opti-
mally to it? What would an “elder-
friendly” approach to health care 
look like?  

Denmark is today farther along 
than any country in the world in 
switching to a medical model geared 
speci� cally to an aging society. This 
means getting as many elderly as 
possible out of hospitals and back 
into “aging-in-place” situations. It is 
known that it costs $1,000 a day for a 

hospital bed, $150 a day for long-term 
care and $55 a day for assisted home 
care. In the past few years, Denmark 
has been able to cut thousands of hos-
pital beds and save money in the pro-
cess. They’ve done this by acknow-
ledging that the culprit wasn’t “old” 
people 65-plus but a system that was 
no longer appropriate.  

4. “This is an issue that I believe 
needs to be addressed and that I be-
lieve in 2015 the premiers will be 
sure to put on the agenda because if 
we don’t, it’s going to lead to bigger 
problems down the road.”

There is no doubt that in the next 
20 to 30 years fundamental demo-
graphic shifts in society will af-
fect nations and economies. But 
though aging is often described in 
the most dour of terms, still the fu-
ture is brighter than Politicians 
and Media would have us believe. 
Many responses are available to the 
challenges posed, and others will 
be found in the exciting opportun-
ities that radical change will cre-

ate. P.E.I. has the capability to lead 
in these changes by embracing the 
ongoing paradigm shift.  

So, we’re asking you, Premier Ghiz 
– you and the other premiers you’ll 
be meeting soon about this issue – 
to refrain from identifying the 20 to 
25 extra years of fruitful existence 
we’ve gained in the last half century 
as a bad thing and focus instead on 
the actual stumbling blocks to health 
care for seniors. We’re asking you for 
policies that can both save money 
and promote an old age that stays 
rich and full and continues to con-
tribute to society. After all, Premier 
Ghiz, soon enough you’ll be one of 
the people you’re warning us about. 
If you’re lucky.

Yours respectfully,
Moses Znaimer

Chapter 44
DÉJÀ VU, ALL 

OVER AGAIN!?!
An Open Letter to  P.E.I. 

Premier Robert Ghiz

 COMING NEXT ISSUE … LIFE AFTER DEATH:  SPARE PARTS, NEW PARTS AND ORGAN DONATION

1 YOU CAN LISTEN TO PREMIER GHIZ’S ADDRESS AT 
WWW.PPFORUM.CA/ANNUAL-DINNERS/TESTIMONIAL-
DINNER 2MICHAEL GRIGNON, NATIONAL POST, OCT. 30, 2013

“As Plan Bs go, it’s radical, but it’s a sure 
� re way of slashing public spending ...”
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D ear Premier Ghiz;
Recently, I attended 

the annual dinner of 
Canada’s Public Policy 

Forum in Toronto, the biggest gath-
ering of policy wonks, lobbyists and 
advocates in the country. The desig-
nated host had cancelled at the 11th 
hour and you, a practiced and clev-
er speaker, had been brought in as a 
last-minute saviour. It seemed a for-
tuitous choice. I found your warm-up 
entertaining, but it’s when you pro-
posed to give us your take on the “No. 
1 challenge facing Canada in the fu-
ture from a public policy perspec-
tive … our aging population … and its 
implications for our health-care sys-
tem” that you really got my attention.   

As premier of a province at the epi-
centre of the growing older demo-
graphic, you seemed perfectly 
placed to have a fresh appreciation 
of this relatively new phenomenon. 
Instead, I was dismayed to hear you 
launch into the old refrain about how 
a rising tide of grey will bankrupt the 
country. I was hoping for a new view, 
even inspiration. But all you had was 
the standard alarm – and some con-
venient misdirection to support it.  

Premier Ghiz, every statistic you 
cited was accurate, yet virtually every 
implication you drew from those 
stats was not. My aim in this letter 
is to demonstrate the disconnect be-
tween the point you thought you were 
making and the attitude you actual-
ly revealed.1 

1. “We need to deal with an aging 
population in Canada. Just to give 
you some statistics: In 1971, eight 
per cent of Canadians were 65 years 
or older. By 2011, that number in-
creased to 14.4 per cent, and by 2031, 
22.8 per cent of Canadians will be 65 
years or older. The case in Atlantic 
Canada is even worse …”  

First, why choose the word “worse” 
to characterize the fact that there 
are proportionately more old people 
in the Maritimes than in the rest of 
the country? Why not say “more pro-
nounced” or “more challenging”; 
better still, why not � nd an oppor-
tunity here to turn so-called adver-
sity into advantage? I’m not being 
a Pollyanna. Your choice of adjec-
tive tells me you think of widespread 
old age as calamitous. In fact, it’s 
a miracle, the fruit of civilization’s 
progress in nutrition, sanitation, 
education, science, medicine and 
peace. And I’ve got news for you: lots 
of 80-year-olds playing cards in a food 
court are not a calamity. As Dr. Samir 
Sinha, the (young) head of geriat-
rics at Mt. Sinai Hospital in Toronto, 
noted recently at the Sano�  Pasteur 
Healthcare Venture Challenge, the 
question is whether we regard old 
age “as a disease, or an achievement.” 
Nowhere in your remarks do I get the 
sense that old people in large num-
bers are anything but a threat. They 
are and should be P.E.I.’s adornment, 
one of your province’s unique selling 
points, perhaps even a core industry 
that contributes to the greater good.

Second is the tone of impending 
doom in your analysis. You didn’t 
actually use the word “tsunami” to 
characterize the deluge about to hit 
health-care costs in Canada but you 
did evoke images of irresistible devas-
tation. It is a powerful but misleading 
metaphor. Yes, there has been a long 
and sustained rise in health spend-

ing, but it has to do with many more 
things than just an aging population.  

According to a Canadian Institute 
for Health Information report, 
Health Care in Canada, 2011 – a 
Focus on Seniors and Aging, between 
the years 2002 and 2012, “the rate of 
spending growth for seniors was ac-
tually lower than the rates for non-
senior adults,” adding “less than one 
per cent to public-sector health spend-
ing each year.”

The real drivers of this spending 
are the steady push in the cost of doc-
tors and drugs and the cost creep in 
technology with its new machines, 
tests and surgeries. Overall, and on 
its own, aging adds around 20 per 
cent to the annual health-care bill, 
while changes in the cost of treat-
ment for all patients add the remain-
ing 80 per cent2.

Then there’s the “65” thing. By 
choosing 65, you’re demonstrating 
that you – and public policy in gener-
al – are still stuck in 1916. That’s the 
year Germany pegged retirement at 
65, which was also, not co-incidental-
ly, life expectancy at the time. Today, 
most of us can look forward to 20-plus 
years after 65, with 17 of those char-
acterized by good health and produc-
tivity. Sixty-� ve should not be the in-
£ ection point from which to declare a 
health-care crisis; besides, the crisis 
isn’t what you think it is.

2. “While seniors represent just over 
14 per cent of our population, they 
account for 40 per cent of hospital 
services and 45 per cent of provin-
cial and territorial spending on 
health care … Seniors visit their 
family doctors twice as much as non-
senior adults. Eighty-two per cent of 
home-care clients are 65 and older.”

Right, Premier Ghiz! Those num-

11

bers are also correct, but taken bare 
they convey a distorted message. 
Sinha encountered the same stats 
when he trained as a geriatrics resi-
dent, but something about them puz-
zled him: “As a Winnipeg boy do-
ing his medical-school training in 
Ontario, I thought, wow, Ontario’s 
really weird because it seems that 
when you retire, you sell your house 
and move into a hospital. Sixty per 
cent of my patients were older people, 
and [according to the statistics] they 
seemed to be living there. When I ask 
my own trainees today what percent-
age of older people they think is ill, 
they say the majority.” But it’s sim-
ply not true! In 1995, F.D. Wolinsky 
published a study involving a group 
of 75-year-old adults he tracked 
over a period of seven years to dis-
cover their hospital and doctor’s 
o§  ce usage. He found that nearly 
half his study group didn’t go near 
a hospital in those seven years; 
they were leading healthy, active 
lives, travelling, volunteering, tak-
ing care of their grandchildren. 
Another quarter only visited the hos-
pital once in those same seven years; 
and that trend continues today.  

So how is it that your numbers can 
still be technically correct, Premier 
Ghiz, even if the majority of 65- to 
80-year-olds are healthy? It has to do 
with a phenomenon that gets far less 
attention than the stereotypes and 
the myths. It turns out that the pa-
tients who use the greatest propor-
tion of hospital and other intensive 
treatment resources are those who 
have multiple chronic health issues 
or people with functional impair-
ments who have trouble performing 
basic self-care activities like bath-
ing and preparing food. Both groups 
are disproportionately likely to be 
in their last year or two of life. What 
percentage of seniors do these two 

groups comprise? Ten per cent. Yet 
this 10 per cent accounts for 60 per 
cent of all health-care costs incurred 
by the so-called over-65s. This means 
that a sliver of the population, barely 
1.5 per cent, accounts for close to 30 
per cent of total health-care costs. If 
there is a crisis, it lies with that sliver, 
and how we treat that sliver is a meas-
ure of our humanity. 

3. “Seniors spend 1.5 times more in a 
hospital stay than non-seniors and 
require 70 per cent more resources.”

Right again, Premier Ghiz, but 
why is that? When Tommy Douglas 

introduced medicare in the 1960s, 
the average Canadian was 27. So the 
system was designed to cater to a 
young population: hospital facili-
ties, procedures and recovery rates 
were geared toward the physiology 
and psychology of the young. Is it any 
wonder that older patients processed 
through hospitals still following that 
original design do not respond opti-
mally to it? What would an “elder-
friendly” approach to health care 
look like?  

Denmark is today farther along 
than any country in the world in 
switching to a medical model geared 
speci� cally to an aging society. This 
means getting as many elderly as 
possible out of hospitals and back 
into “aging-in-place” situations. It is 
known that it costs $1,000 a day for a 

hospital bed, $150 a day for long-term 
care and $55 a day for assisted home 
care. In the past few years, Denmark 
has been able to cut thousands of hos-
pital beds and save money in the pro-
cess. They’ve done this by acknow-
ledging that the culprit wasn’t “old” 
people 65-plus but a system that was 
no longer appropriate.  

4. “This is an issue that I believe 
needs to be addressed and that I be-
lieve in 2015 the premiers will be 
sure to put on the agenda because if 
we don’t, it’s going to lead to bigger 
problems down the road.”

There is no doubt that in the next 
20 to 30 years fundamental demo-
graphic shifts in society will af-
fect nations and economies. But 
though aging is often described in 
the most dour of terms, still the fu-
ture is brighter than Politicians 
and Media would have us believe. 
Many responses are available to the 
challenges posed, and others will 
be found in the exciting opportun-
ities that radical change will cre-

ate. P.E.I. has the capability to lead 
in these changes by embracing the 
ongoing paradigm shift.  

So, we’re asking you, Premier Ghiz 
– you and the other premiers you’ll 
be meeting soon about this issue – 
to refrain from identifying the 20 to 
25 extra years of fruitful existence 
we’ve gained in the last half century 
as a bad thing and focus instead on 
the actual stumbling blocks to health 
care for seniors. We’re asking you for 
policies that can both save money 
and promote an old age that stays 
rich and full and continues to con-
tribute to society. After all, Premier 
Ghiz, soon enough you’ll be one of 
the people you’re warning us about. 
If you’re lucky.

Yours respectfully,
Moses Znaimer

Chapter 44
DÉJÀ VU, ALL 

OVER AGAIN!?!
An Open Letter to  P.E.I. 

Premier Robert Ghiz

 COMING NEXT ISSUE … LIFE AFTER DEATH:  SPARE PARTS, NEW PARTS AND ORGAN DONATION

1 YOU CAN LISTEN TO PREMIER GHIZ’S ADDRESS AT 
WWW.PPFORUM.CA/ANNUAL-DINNERS/TESTIMONIAL-
DINNER 2MICHAEL GRIGNON, NATIONAL POST, OCT. 30, 2013

“As Plan Bs go, it’s radical, but it’s a sure 
� re way of slashing public spending ...”
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 L AST MONTH IN THIS 
SPACE, I wrote an open 
letter to P.E.I. Premier 
Robert Ghiz, taking issue 

with some backward-thinking views 
he’d expressed about the “threat” of 
Canada’s aging population. One of 
the curious things I discovered while 
researching that chapter was that 
Ghiz’s own province had become the 
  rst in Canada to consider adopt-
ing what is known as the Presumed 
Consent model for Organ Donation 
(you’re in unless you opt out), a de-
cidedly forward-thinking approach 
to an issue that’s very relevant to our 
aging population.  

The Negative Option (which is the 
law in 20 European countries and 
is also being considered by Nova 
Scotia) is the reverse of the system 
we presently have, where people 
sign a card they carry with them or 
the appropriate spot on their driv-
er’s licence to indicate they are will-
ing to donate their organs in the 
event of sudden death. The reason 
P.E.I. is considering the model is be-
cause of a problem that’s become en-
demic across Canada – insu�  cient 
organ and tissue for transplanta-
tion. Our country has a low dona-
tion rate: 13 to 15 donors per million 
of population compared to the U.S. 
rate of 20 per million (no Presumed 
Consent) and Spain, 30 per million 
(with presumed consent). More 
than 1,600 people are added to or-
gan wait lists yearly, a signi  cant 

percentage of whom will die waiting 
for an organ (247 people in 2010).1 
In 2012, 15 died waiting for a heart, 
62 waiting for a liver, 69 for lungs, 
84 for a kidney.2 This despite the 
fact that “a single donor can bene-
� t more than 75 people and save up 
to eight lives.”3    

Although 90 per cent of Canadians 
favour such donations when asked, 
something – squeamishness, sim-
ple avoidance, religious beliefs, con-
spiracy theories and family, among 
others – is stopping people from fol-
lowing through.  

One answer to the problem might 
be to let older people donate organs 
as, until recently, there was a preju-
dice against “old” parts. Typically, 
fewer than two per cent of patients 
who die in hospital have been judged 
medically suited to give away their 
hearts, lungs, liver, etc.2 But the web-
site www.livescience.com holds that 
“there are no cuto�  ages for donat-
ing organs. Organs have been suc-
cessfully transplanted from new-
borns and people older than 80.” 
Indeed, liver transplants have re-
cently succeeded in the U.S. involv-
ing donors over 90. 

Some Canadians cite religious 
reasons for declining to sign. But, 
in fact, every major Western reli-
gion approves of organ transplant-
ation and even encourages it. Many 
Jewish rabbis call the practice an 
obligation, and the Roman Catholic 
Church considers it an act of love 
and a virtue – as long as you’re not 
the Pope whose body strangely, and 
according to Vatican policy, has to be 
buried intact.  

Conspiracy theories and associat-
ed fears of possible dirty deeds turn 
out to be another surprising impedi-

ment to organ donation.  An online 
survey done by the group Donate 
Life America found that half the re-
spondents were worried that doc-
tors wouldn’t try as hard to save 
them if they were known to be organ 
donors, and more than half weren’t 
convinced that “brain dead” actual-
ly meant irrevocably dead. Still an-
other 44 per cent believe their do-
nated organs might end up on the 
black market. In fact, this is a real 
problem in the living donor system, 
particularly with kidneys. A recent-
ly released documentary directed 
by Ric Esther Bienstock called Tales 
From the Organ Trade reports that 
every 60 minutes a human organ is 
sold illegally somewhere in the world 
and chronicles a Philippine village 
where nearly every male has sold a 
kidney “for the price of a laptop.”  

Actually, the major blockage in 
the organ donor pipeline might not 
be the donors themselves but their 
families! We assume that the signed 
cards and licences we have in our 
wallets will be honoured and that our 
organs, if viable, will be harvested. 
But, in fact, nearly 50 per cent of or-
gan donations endorsed by signature 
don’t come about because the fam-
ilies of the donor refuse. “We very 
seldom see a signed donor card,” 
says Frank Markel, chief executive 
o¥  cer of the Trillium Gift of Life 
Network, which oversees Ontario’s 
organ donation system. Not, says 
Markel, because the cards haven’t 
been signed but because emergency 
department staff don’t have time 
to “go rummaging around” looking 
through wallets or purses, which 
may not even be with the patients 
to begin with. Instead, they ask the 
families who, in 40 per cent of the 
cases, don’t even know that their 
loved one has signed, let alone what 
they’ve signed. Inevitably, surviv-

11

ors’ religious views or suspicions, no 
matter how misguided or farfetched, 
become a factor and, often enough, 
trump the actual wishes of the de-
ceased – much like families who 
overturn Do Not Resuscitate in-
structions left by a dying loved 
one.  If all the signed donations that 
families now override actually came 
to fruition, the Canadian donation 
rate would rise from 15 per million to 
30 per million, close to that of Spain, 
the highest in the world.

  In Spain, which instituted its 
opt-out model (called ONT) in 1989, 
transplant doctors give cred-
it not just to Presumed Consent 
but to education about organ 
donation which has become “a 
source of national pride.” 

“It was very important dur-
ing the early 1990s,” says Dr. R. 
Matesanz, founder and former 
director of ONT, “to be able to 
say that we were getting more 
and more donors, that we were 
saving more and more lives, that 
we were   rst in Europe,   rst in 
the world …”  In Spain, Presumed 
Consent is now regarded as the 
result of the general willingness 
to donate, not its cause.  

Turns out the one model that does 
empirically raise donation rates is 
the “donor-  rst/con  rmed consent” 
model, now used in Israel. In this 
model, people who have signed do-
nation consent cards are given pri-
ority over non-cardsigners if ever 
they need to receive an organ dona-
tion themselves. Amazing how that 
concentrates the mind!

So, what should we make of our 
own low Canadian donation rate?  
The numbers may simply re© ect the 
relative scarcity of suitable donors 
– donors who have typically died 
suddenly, outside of hospital, but 
in general good health. In Spain, 

as in the U.S., people are four times 
more likely than Canadians to die 
in a car crash. Canadians are also 
three times less likely to die by gun-
shot than Americans. So we may not 
be reluctant to donate, after all; we 
may just have less chance to die the 
“right” (which is to say the wrong) 
way.

And now there’s a new twist in the 
organ donation story: At my ideacity 
Conference this year, Tanya Jones, 
the CEO and co-founder of Arigos, a 
Silicon Valley startup company, gave 
a fascinating talk about developing 

a process for the long-term banking 
of organs using a process of freez-
ing and reconstitution.4 At present, 
Jones told the audience, a heart re-
moved from a donor “has a four-
hour window” of viability. This is 
why many people waiting for an or-
gan will actually relocate close to the 
transplant site. This is also why, in 
the year 2012 alone, though approxi-
mately 8,000 deceased Americans 
donated speci  ed organs, approxi-
mately 25,000 of their hearts, kid-
neys, livers, pancreas, lungs and in-
testines went unused. The common 
occurrence is to take a heart or a kid-

ney or a liver and throw away the rest 
– like   nning a shark – because no 
other recipients are within trans-
plantation time and distance. If, 
conversely, all the organs current-
ly wasted were used, says Jones, it 
is a modest estimate that   ve of the 
current American organ waiting 
lists could be eliminated in a single 
year (in Canada, in less than a year). 
Even with today’s apparently paltry 
donation rates, if we could harvest 
all of a body’s organs and preserve 
them for even 24 hours, let alone in-
de  nitely, the breakthroughs could 

be enormous. Vital organs could 
pretty much reach anywhere in 
the world, and transplants would 
no longer have to be emergency 
procedures.  

Of course, there is always the 
possibility that we might be 
opening Pandora’s box. By cre-
ating a larger organ replace-
ment industry and by normaliz-
ing the supply-demand chain of 
hearts and kidneys, etc., might 
we end up enticing people who 
aren’t in extremis or terminally 
ill to try to replace their merely 
worn down parts, and would that 

be so wrong? It’s not hard to conjure 
up images of labs with spare parts 
in freezers, no longer just for those 
in dire need but for rejuvenation 
or even more “frivolous” cosmetic 
reasons. With a © ow of parts more 
than su¥  cient for   rst-level emer-
gencies, would second-level bio-en-
gineering be far behind? There are 
many who would perceive all this as 
a horror movie, but there are others 
who see it as another possible step 
along mankind’s eternal quest for 
greater and greater functioning lon-
gevity, with the ethical considera-
tions still to be worked out.  

Sign your donor card and tell your 
family. Give and receive. 

Chapter 45
BROTHER, CAN YOU 

SPARE A PART?
The Organ Donation Crisis

By Moses Znaimer 
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“You need a transplant, but there are very 
few good parts for middle-aged women”
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letter to P.E.I. Premier 
Robert Ghiz, taking issue 

with some backward-thinking views 
he’d expressed about the “threat” of 
Canada’s aging population. One of 
the curious things I discovered while 
researching that chapter was that 
Ghiz’s own province had become the 
  rst in Canada to consider adopt-
ing what is known as the Presumed 
Consent model for Organ Donation 
(you’re in unless you opt out), a de-
cidedly forward-thinking approach 
to an issue that’s very relevant to our 
aging population.  

The Negative Option (which is the 
law in 20 European countries and 
is also being considered by Nova 
Scotia) is the reverse of the system 
we presently have, where people 
sign a card they carry with them or 
the appropriate spot on their driv-
er’s licence to indicate they are will-
ing to donate their organs in the 
event of sudden death. The reason 
P.E.I. is considering the model is be-
cause of a problem that’s become en-
demic across Canada – insu�  cient 
organ and tissue for transplanta-
tion. Our country has a low dona-
tion rate: 13 to 15 donors per million 
of population compared to the U.S. 
rate of 20 per million (no Presumed 
Consent) and Spain, 30 per million 
(with presumed consent). More 
than 1,600 people are added to or-
gan wait lists yearly, a signi  cant 

percentage of whom will die waiting 
for an organ (247 people in 2010).1 
In 2012, 15 died waiting for a heart, 
62 waiting for a liver, 69 for lungs, 
84 for a kidney.2 This despite the 
fact that “a single donor can bene-
� t more than 75 people and save up 
to eight lives.”3    

Although 90 per cent of Canadians 
favour such donations when asked, 
something – squeamishness, sim-
ple avoidance, religious beliefs, con-
spiracy theories and family, among 
others – is stopping people from fol-
lowing through.  

One answer to the problem might 
be to let older people donate organs 
as, until recently, there was a preju-
dice against “old” parts. Typically, 
fewer than two per cent of patients 
who die in hospital have been judged 
medically suited to give away their 
hearts, lungs, liver, etc.2 But the web-
site www.livescience.com holds that 
“there are no cuto�  ages for donat-
ing organs. Organs have been suc-
cessfully transplanted from new-
borns and people older than 80.” 
Indeed, liver transplants have re-
cently succeeded in the U.S. involv-
ing donors over 90. 

Some Canadians cite religious 
reasons for declining to sign. But, 
in fact, every major Western reli-
gion approves of organ transplant-
ation and even encourages it. Many 
Jewish rabbis call the practice an 
obligation, and the Roman Catholic 
Church considers it an act of love 
and a virtue – as long as you’re not 
the Pope whose body strangely, and 
according to Vatican policy, has to be 
buried intact.  

Conspiracy theories and associat-
ed fears of possible dirty deeds turn 
out to be another surprising impedi-

ment to organ donation.  An online 
survey done by the group Donate 
Life America found that half the re-
spondents were worried that doc-
tors wouldn’t try as hard to save 
them if they were known to be organ 
donors, and more than half weren’t 
convinced that “brain dead” actual-
ly meant irrevocably dead. Still an-
other 44 per cent believe their do-
nated organs might end up on the 
black market. In fact, this is a real 
problem in the living donor system, 
particularly with kidneys. A recent-
ly released documentary directed 
by Ric Esther Bienstock called Tales 
From the Organ Trade reports that 
every 60 minutes a human organ is 
sold illegally somewhere in the world 
and chronicles a Philippine village 
where nearly every male has sold a 
kidney “for the price of a laptop.”  

Actually, the major blockage in 
the organ donor pipeline might not 
be the donors themselves but their 
families! We assume that the signed 
cards and licences we have in our 
wallets will be honoured and that our 
organs, if viable, will be harvested. 
But, in fact, nearly 50 per cent of or-
gan donations endorsed by signature 
don’t come about because the fam-
ilies of the donor refuse. “We very 
seldom see a signed donor card,” 
says Frank Markel, chief executive 
o¥  cer of the Trillium Gift of Life 
Network, which oversees Ontario’s 
organ donation system. Not, says 
Markel, because the cards haven’t 
been signed but because emergency 
department staff don’t have time 
to “go rummaging around” looking 
through wallets or purses, which 
may not even be with the patients 
to begin with. Instead, they ask the 
families who, in 40 per cent of the 
cases, don’t even know that their 
loved one has signed, let alone what 
they’ve signed. Inevitably, surviv-
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ors’ religious views or suspicions, no 
matter how misguided or farfetched, 
become a factor and, often enough, 
trump the actual wishes of the de-
ceased – much like families who 
overturn Do Not Resuscitate in-
structions left by a dying loved 
one.  If all the signed donations that 
families now override actually came 
to fruition, the Canadian donation 
rate would rise from 15 per million to 
30 per million, close to that of Spain, 
the highest in the world.

  In Spain, which instituted its 
opt-out model (called ONT) in 1989, 
transplant doctors give cred-
it not just to Presumed Consent 
but to education about organ 
donation which has become “a 
source of national pride.” 

“It was very important dur-
ing the early 1990s,” says Dr. R. 
Matesanz, founder and former 
director of ONT, “to be able to 
say that we were getting more 
and more donors, that we were 
saving more and more lives, that 
we were   rst in Europe,   rst in 
the world …”  In Spain, Presumed 
Consent is now regarded as the 
result of the general willingness 
to donate, not its cause.  

Turns out the one model that does 
empirically raise donation rates is 
the “donor-  rst/con  rmed consent” 
model, now used in Israel. In this 
model, people who have signed do-
nation consent cards are given pri-
ority over non-cardsigners if ever 
they need to receive an organ dona-
tion themselves. Amazing how that 
concentrates the mind!

So, what should we make of our 
own low Canadian donation rate?  
The numbers may simply re© ect the 
relative scarcity of suitable donors 
– donors who have typically died 
suddenly, outside of hospital, but 
in general good health. In Spain, 

as in the U.S., people are four times 
more likely than Canadians to die 
in a car crash. Canadians are also 
three times less likely to die by gun-
shot than Americans. So we may not 
be reluctant to donate, after all; we 
may just have less chance to die the 
“right” (which is to say the wrong) 
way.

And now there’s a new twist in the 
organ donation story: At my ideacity 
Conference this year, Tanya Jones, 
the CEO and co-founder of Arigos, a 
Silicon Valley startup company, gave 
a fascinating talk about developing 

a process for the long-term banking 
of organs using a process of freez-
ing and reconstitution.4 At present, 
Jones told the audience, a heart re-
moved from a donor “has a four-
hour window” of viability. This is 
why many people waiting for an or-
gan will actually relocate close to the 
transplant site. This is also why, in 
the year 2012 alone, though approxi-
mately 8,000 deceased Americans 
donated speci  ed organs, approxi-
mately 25,000 of their hearts, kid-
neys, livers, pancreas, lungs and in-
testines went unused. The common 
occurrence is to take a heart or a kid-

ney or a liver and throw away the rest 
– like   nning a shark – because no 
other recipients are within trans-
plantation time and distance. If, 
conversely, all the organs current-
ly wasted were used, says Jones, it 
is a modest estimate that   ve of the 
current American organ waiting 
lists could be eliminated in a single 
year (in Canada, in less than a year). 
Even with today’s apparently paltry 
donation rates, if we could harvest 
all of a body’s organs and preserve 
them for even 24 hours, let alone in-
de  nitely, the breakthroughs could 

be enormous. Vital organs could 
pretty much reach anywhere in 
the world, and transplants would 
no longer have to be emergency 
procedures.  

Of course, there is always the 
possibility that we might be 
opening Pandora’s box. By cre-
ating a larger organ replace-
ment industry and by normaliz-
ing the supply-demand chain of 
hearts and kidneys, etc., might 
we end up enticing people who 
aren’t in extremis or terminally 
ill to try to replace their merely 
worn down parts, and would that 

be so wrong? It’s not hard to conjure 
up images of labs with spare parts 
in freezers, no longer just for those 
in dire need but for rejuvenation 
or even more “frivolous” cosmetic 
reasons. With a © ow of parts more 
than su¥  cient for   rst-level emer-
gencies, would second-level bio-en-
gineering be far behind? There are 
many who would perceive all this as 
a horror movie, but there are others 
who see it as another possible step 
along mankind’s eternal quest for 
greater and greater functioning lon-
gevity, with the ethical considera-
tions still to be worked out.  
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letter to P.E.I. Premier 
Robert Ghiz, taking issue 

with some backward-thinking views 
he’d expressed about the “threat” of 
Canada’s aging population. One of 
the curious things I discovered while 
researching that chapter was that 
Ghiz’s own province had become the 
  rst in Canada to consider adopt-
ing what is known as the Presumed 
Consent model for Organ Donation 
(you’re in unless you opt out), a de-
cidedly forward-thinking approach 
to an issue that’s very relevant to our 
aging population.  

The Negative Option (which is the 
law in 20 European countries and 
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Scotia) is the reverse of the system 
we presently have, where people 
sign a card they carry with them or 
the appropriate spot on their driv-
er’s licence to indicate they are will-
ing to donate their organs in the 
event of sudden death. The reason 
P.E.I. is considering the model is be-
cause of a problem that’s become en-
demic across Canada – insu�  cient 
organ and tissue for transplanta-
tion. Our country has a low dona-
tion rate: 13 to 15 donors per million 
of population compared to the U.S. 
rate of 20 per million (no Presumed 
Consent) and Spain, 30 per million 
(with presumed consent). More 
than 1,600 people are added to or-
gan wait lists yearly, a signi  cant 

percentage of whom will die waiting 
for an organ (247 people in 2010).1 
In 2012, 15 died waiting for a heart, 
62 waiting for a liver, 69 for lungs, 
84 for a kidney.2 This despite the 
fact that “a single donor can bene-
� t more than 75 people and save up 
to eight lives.”3    

Although 90 per cent of Canadians 
favour such donations when asked, 
something – squeamishness, sim-
ple avoidance, religious beliefs, con-
spiracy theories and family, among 
others – is stopping people from fol-
lowing through.  

One answer to the problem might 
be to let older people donate organs 
as, until recently, there was a preju-
dice against “old” parts. Typically, 
fewer than two per cent of patients 
who die in hospital have been judged 
medically suited to give away their 
hearts, lungs, liver, etc.2 But the web-
site www.livescience.com holds that 
“there are no cuto�  ages for donat-
ing organs. Organs have been suc-
cessfully transplanted from new-
borns and people older than 80.” 
Indeed, liver transplants have re-
cently succeeded in the U.S. involv-
ing donors over 90. 

Some Canadians cite religious 
reasons for declining to sign. But, 
in fact, every major Western reli-
gion approves of organ transplant-
ation and even encourages it. Many 
Jewish rabbis call the practice an 
obligation, and the Roman Catholic 
Church considers it an act of love 
and a virtue – as long as you’re not 
the Pope whose body strangely, and 
according to Vatican policy, has to be 
buried intact.  

Conspiracy theories and associat-
ed fears of possible dirty deeds turn 
out to be another surprising impedi-

ment to organ donation.  An online 
survey done by the group Donate 
Life America found that half the re-
spondents were worried that doc-
tors wouldn’t try as hard to save 
them if they were known to be organ 
donors, and more than half weren’t 
convinced that “brain dead” actual-
ly meant irrevocably dead. Still an-
other 44 per cent believe their do-
nated organs might end up on the 
black market. In fact, this is a real 
problem in the living donor system, 
particularly with kidneys. A recent-
ly released documentary directed 
by Ric Esther Bienstock called Tales 
From the Organ Trade reports that 
every 60 minutes a human organ is 
sold illegally somewhere in the world 
and chronicles a Philippine village 
where nearly every male has sold a 
kidney “for the price of a laptop.”  

Actually, the major blockage in 
the organ donor pipeline might not 
be the donors themselves but their 
families! We assume that the signed 
cards and licences we have in our 
wallets will be honoured and that our 
organs, if viable, will be harvested. 
But, in fact, nearly 50 per cent of or-
gan donations endorsed by signature 
don’t come about because the fam-
ilies of the donor refuse. “We very 
seldom see a signed donor card,” 
says Frank Markel, chief executive 
o¥  cer of the Trillium Gift of Life 
Network, which oversees Ontario’s 
organ donation system. Not, says 
Markel, because the cards haven’t 
been signed but because emergency 
department staff don’t have time 
to “go rummaging around” looking 
through wallets or purses, which 
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to begin with. Instead, they ask the 
families who, in 40 per cent of the 
cases, don’t even know that their 
loved one has signed, let alone what 
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become a factor and, often enough, 
trump the actual wishes of the de-
ceased – much like families who 
overturn Do Not Resuscitate in-
structions left by a dying loved 
one.  If all the signed donations that 
families now override actually came 
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rate would rise from 15 per million to 
30 per million, close to that of Spain, 
the highest in the world.

  In Spain, which instituted its 
opt-out model (called ONT) in 1989, 
transplant doctors give cred-
it not just to Presumed Consent 
but to education about organ 
donation which has become “a 
source of national pride.” 

“It was very important dur-
ing the early 1990s,” says Dr. R. 
Matesanz, founder and former 
director of ONT, “to be able to 
say that we were getting more 
and more donors, that we were 
saving more and more lives, that 
we were   rst in Europe,   rst in 
the world …”  In Spain, Presumed 
Consent is now regarded as the 
result of the general willingness 
to donate, not its cause.  

Turns out the one model that does 
empirically raise donation rates is 
the “donor-  rst/con  rmed consent” 
model, now used in Israel. In this 
model, people who have signed do-
nation consent cards are given pri-
ority over non-cardsigners if ever 
they need to receive an organ dona-
tion themselves. Amazing how that 
concentrates the mind!

So, what should we make of our 
own low Canadian donation rate?  
The numbers may simply re© ect the 
relative scarcity of suitable donors 
– donors who have typically died 
suddenly, outside of hospital, but 
in general good health. In Spain, 

as in the U.S., people are four times 
more likely than Canadians to die 
in a car crash. Canadians are also 
three times less likely to die by gun-
shot than Americans. So we may not 
be reluctant to donate, after all; we 
may just have less chance to die the 
“right” (which is to say the wrong) 
way.

And now there’s a new twist in the 
organ donation story: At my ideacity 
Conference this year, Tanya Jones, 
the CEO and co-founder of Arigos, a 
Silicon Valley startup company, gave 
a fascinating talk about developing 

a process for the long-term banking 
of organs using a process of freez-
ing and reconstitution.4 At present, 
Jones told the audience, a heart re-
moved from a donor “has a four-
hour window” of viability. This is 
why many people waiting for an or-
gan will actually relocate close to the 
transplant site. This is also why, in 
the year 2012 alone, though approxi-
mately 8,000 deceased Americans 
donated speci  ed organs, approxi-
mately 25,000 of their hearts, kid-
neys, livers, pancreas, lungs and in-
testines went unused. The common 
occurrence is to take a heart or a kid-

ney or a liver and throw away the rest 
– like   nning a shark – because no 
other recipients are within trans-
plantation time and distance. If, 
conversely, all the organs current-
ly wasted were used, says Jones, it 
is a modest estimate that   ve of the 
current American organ waiting 
lists could be eliminated in a single 
year (in Canada, in less than a year). 
Even with today’s apparently paltry 
donation rates, if we could harvest 
all of a body’s organs and preserve 
them for even 24 hours, let alone in-
de  nitely, the breakthroughs could 

be enormous. Vital organs could 
pretty much reach anywhere in 
the world, and transplants would 
no longer have to be emergency 
procedures.  

Of course, there is always the 
possibility that we might be 
opening Pandora’s box. By cre-
ating a larger organ replace-
ment industry and by normaliz-
ing the supply-demand chain of 
hearts and kidneys, etc., might 
we end up enticing people who 
aren’t in extremis or terminally 
ill to try to replace their merely 
worn down parts, and would that 

be so wrong? It’s not hard to conjure 
up images of labs with spare parts 
in freezers, no longer just for those 
in dire need but for rejuvenation 
or even more “frivolous” cosmetic 
reasons. With a © ow of parts more 
than su¥  cient for   rst-level emer-
gencies, would second-level bio-en-
gineering be far behind? There are 
many who would perceive all this as 
a horror movie, but there are others 
who see it as another possible step 
along mankind’s eternal quest for 
greater and greater functioning lon-
gevity, with the ethical considera-
tions still to be worked out.  

Sign your donor card and tell your 
family. Give and receive. 

Chapter 45
BROTHER, CAN YOU 

SPARE A PART?
The Organ Donation Crisis

By Moses Znaimer 
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“You need a transplant, but there are very 
few good parts for middle-aged women”
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THE ZOOMER      PHILOSOPHY

THIS PAST AUGUST, AN 
ACTION movie opened 
in North American cin-
emas to great fanfare. The 

Expendables 3, like its two predeces-
sors, concerns the exploits of a group 
of veteran mercenaries whose pro� -
ciency at shooting bad guys and blow-
ing things up seems at odds with the 
advanced ages of the Hollywood stars 
playing them: Sylvester Stallone, 68, 
Arnold Schwarzenegger, 66, Harrison 
Ford, 72. The Age factor – the The 
Expendables 2’s poster proclaimed 
“573 years of action expertise” – pro-
voked predictable snarkiness. But 
all that sniping hasn’t deterred audi-
ences from flocking to the series, 
which has been a major money-mak-
er. Along with another action fran-
chise featuring “mature” stars, RED 
and RED 2, The Expendables has 
launched a new � lm genre: “GwG” – 
or “Geezers with Guns.”  

I � nd the use of the word Geezer in-
teresting: it’s funny and jarring at 
once. Geezer as a friendly nickname 
de� nitely points to our demograph-
ic � nally getting our due on screen. 
Culturally, this con� rms what we’ve 
been saying all along. On the other 
hand, Geezer, funny and friendly as 
it may be, is also an anachronism, 
out of sync with the reality of the New 
Old. How out of sync? By my reckon-
ing, as much as two, maybe three dec-
ades: that’s how long it seems to take 
language to catch up to major cultural 
change like the evolution of Old Age! 
Meanwhile, the Arts – literature, the-
atre, music, � lm – have known about 

this cultural shift for some time. 
We’ll get to “Geezer Lit” and “Geezer 
Music” et al, as promised, in coming 
chapters; for now, movies have cen-
tre stage. 

To test how well movies have 
mapped the evolution of Geezerdom 
over the past 30 years, I recently re-
watched several age-related films 
from that period. Three seem ground-
breaking in their reflection of the 
Geezer Shift. 

My first selection is Murphy’s 
Romance, a 1985 � lm starring Sally 
Field and James Garner. Other note-
worthy age-themed � lms came out 
before 1985 – Harold and Maude, 
On Golden Pond, Robin and Marian, 
Terms of Endearment – but Murphy’s 
Romance, which earned James 
Garner an Oscar nomination for Best 
Actor, did something unique. The last 
two words Garner spoke in that movie 
clearly identi� ed the watershed def-
inition of “old” at the time. The � lm’s 
plot centres on a 33-year-old divor-
cee named Emma Moriarty (Field) 
who moves to a small town in Arizona 
with her young son, Jake, to try to get 
back on her feet. She’s befriended by 
the town pharmacist, Murphy Jones 
(Garner), an eccentric older widower, 
who helps Emma’s business, protects 
her from the ex-husband and pays 
attention to Jake – all the while refus-
ing to tell Emma, who’s dying to know, 
exactly how old he is. Their relation-
ship moves from the impossible to 
the possible; the last scene � nds them 
standing outside Emma’s house, goes 
like this:

Emma: Stay to supper, Murphy?
Murphy: I won’t do that unless I’m 

still here at breakfast.
Emma: How do you like your eggs?
(They turn to walk into the house 

together.)
Murphy: I’m 60.
“I’m 60” said it all in 1985. Garner 

himself was 57 at the time (Field, 
39), but if he had said “I’m 57,” it 
wouldn’t have been the same. Thirty 
years ago, 60 was the watershed; 60 
was old. That’s what made Murphy’s 
statement so meaningful; he was en-
trusting a younger woman he loved 
with the fact that she was about to 
make her life with, yes, a Geezer. But 
he was saying something else too: 
“I’m 60” isn’t a surrender; it’s a boast 
and a challenge to the world!

Over the next 15 years, on into the 
new millennium, various movies ad-
vanced this heretical notion that 
Geezerdom might be a ¡ uid thing, 
that people who had always been con-
signed to creaky irrelevance once 
they’d hit a certain age, might in fact 
be capable of living active, mean-
ingful, sexy lives. Shirley Valentine 
(1989), Waking Ned Devine (1998), 
Space Cowboys (2000, James Garner 
again) all pushed the envelope of 
“How old is old?” But I give my second 
groundbreaker prize to the 2003 com-
edy Something’s Gotta Give, starring 
Jack Nicholson and Diane Keaton. 
Nicholson plays Harry Sanborn, a 
63-year-old media mogul and play-
boy who only dates women under 30. 
His current conquest is the 20-some-
thing Marin Klein (Amanda Peet), 
who invites him to her mother’s beach 
house in the Hamptons, where they’re 
walked in on by Marin’s mother, a 
successful playwright named Erica 
Barry (Keaton) who happens to be, 
horrors, in Harry’s own age brack-
et. That night, during foreplay with 
Marin, Harry su¥ ers a heart attack; 
he’s treated at a local hospital and, fol-
lowing doctor’s orders, ends up recu-
perating at Erica’s beach house where, 
predictably, he accidentally walks in 
on Erica when she’s naked. The ex-
change that follows is now famous:

Erica: Ahh!
Harry: [Seeing Erica] Oh! Oh.

Erica: No! STOP!
Harry: OH! OOH!
Erica: [hides behind door] AAHH! 

STOP!
Harry: [covers his eyes] Oh, I’m 

sorry! Oh, God ... am I sorry.
Erica:  WHAT ARE YOU DOING?
Harry: I’m sorry! I didn’t see any-

thing ... Just your tits.
It’s a great moment: the 60-ish roué 

walking in on a 60-ish woman and be-
ing “forced” to gaze at her imperfect 
¡ esh. What makes the � lm iconic, 
though, is what happens next. Harry 
falls in love with Erica, and they start 
sleeping together. The rest of the 
movie is window dressing. The great 
anti-Geezer leap is the notion that 
not only might a 60-year-old man 
still be attractive but a 60-year-old 
woman as well; and, as a bonus, 
that that older girl might be more 
attractive to the older guy than 
the sub-30-year-old. The what-is-
old bar for women has always been 
lower than for men. Something’s 
Gotta Give pushed that bar high-
er for everyone.

In the next decade, movies 
like Away From Her (2006), It’s 
Complicated (2009), Robot and 
Frank (2012) and, of course, The 
Expendables (2010-2014) did their 
own bar-raising. But I’m awarding 
my third Geezer-shifting moment of 
movie distinction to Red 2, the 2013 
sequel to the 2010 Red. 

RED stands for Retired [and]
Extremely Dangerous, apt for a cast 
of superannuated spies and secret 
agents who get hauled out of retire-
ment and are played by such Geezers-
with-Guns luminaries as Bruce Willis, 
John Malkovich, Morgan Freeman, 
Richard Dreyfuss, Ernest Borgnine, 
Anthony Hopkins and, most nota-
bly, Helen Mirren. Mirren, who plays 
the former British “wetwork” agent 
Victoria Winslow (as sexy now as 

she was depicting Morgana Le Fay in 
Excalibur 30 years ago) stars in the 
iconic scene. It takes place in an MI6 
interrogation room, where she’s sit-
ting in handcu¥ s, about to be garrot-
ed from behind by a young and super-
cilious operative.

MI6 Interrogator: They say you’re 
a legend around here. I’ve, um, never 
heard of you. Must have been a bit be-
fore my time.

Victoria: [somehow escapes from 
the handcuffs and, in a matter of 
seconds, kicks the agent, karate 
chops him several times and leaves 
him senseless on the floor] Well, 
you’ve heard of me now.

One of the things people say most 
about getting old is that as we age, we 
become invisible. People forget who 
you are and, if they remember, it’s 
only dimly. Mirren’s scene is a stock 
setup from a hundred potboilers, but 
performed by a 69-year-old actress 
with enough chutzpah for a roomful 
of 30-year-olds, it’s remarkably satis-
fying to watch. 

Watching the scene reminded me of 
another Academy Award-nominated 
movie that has an older protagon-
ist: Atlantic City (1980), directed 
by Louis Malle and starring Burt 
Lancaster, Susan Sarandon, Kate 
Reid,  Al Waxman (and me). Yes, moi! 

I play a street villain who threatens 
Lancaster and is ultimately shot by 
him; people tell me I’m convincing. 
A small-time Atlantic City would-
be mobster named Lou (Lancaster) 
becomes infatuated with a much-
younger small-town girl named Sally 
(Sarandon), who has come to Atlantic 
City to learn to be a croupier. Lou re-
gains his self-respect by wooing Sally 
and by killing two younger bad guys 
who threaten her during a botched 
drug deal. I was one of the bad guys. 

When it came time for my death by 
gunshot, three suits were prepared 
by wardrobe: only three chances to 
die convincingly at Burt Lancaster’s 

hand. So I slipped 50 bucks to the 
special e¥ ects man, and he sus-
pended his professional ethics 
to triple the charge he would nor-
mally place in the breastplate I 
would have to wear for the scene. 
When the squib went o¥ , it lifted 
me o¥  my feet, no “acting” neces-
sary, and I died perfectly on the 
� rst take to enthusiastic applause 
from the crew. At the � lm’s wrap, I 
went around to get autographs on 
my copy of the script. Burt wrote: 
“Kid,” [I liked that! I was in my 
early 30s then, about the same as 

Susan, 33, and Burt was 66, young-
er than I am now.] “Kid, you died so 
good, you’d better be careful or they’ll 
have you playing sti¥ s the rest of your 
career.” 

It’s a lovely � lm but of its time and 
a little too restrained for triumph-
ant Geezer status. Watching it today, 
I � nd myself wishing Lou had been 
given his own Helen Mirren mo-
ment, a chance to de� antly answer 
the “When is old?” question with the 
same pride we’re now discovering and 
voicing: “Old is what we, what I, de-
cide it is!” 

And, by the way, who are you calling 
Geezer? 

Chapter 46
Geezers in Hollywood

How old is old? The answer 
is at the movies

By Moses Znaimer 

 COMING NEXT ISSUE … GEEZER LIT: THE RETURN OF THE OLDER HERO, PART DEUX

“When did movies start being 
dumb all year round?”
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THE ZOOMER      PHILOSOPHY

THIS PAST AUGUST, AN 
ACTION movie opened 
in North American cin-
emas to great fanfare. The 

Expendables 3, like its two predeces-
sors, concerns the exploits of a group 
of veteran mercenaries whose pro� -
ciency at shooting bad guys and blow-
ing things up seems at odds with the 
advanced ages of the Hollywood stars 
playing them: Sylvester Stallone, 68, 
Arnold Schwarzenegger, 66, Harrison 
Ford, 72. The Age factor – the The 
Expendables 2’s poster proclaimed 
“573 years of action expertise” – pro-
voked predictable snarkiness. But 
all that sniping hasn’t deterred audi-
ences from flocking to the series, 
which has been a major money-mak-
er. Along with another action fran-
chise featuring “mature” stars, RED 
and RED 2, The Expendables has 
launched a new � lm genre: “GwG” – 
or “Geezers with Guns.”  

I � nd the use of the word Geezer in-
teresting: it’s funny and jarring at 
once. Geezer as a friendly nickname 
de� nitely points to our demograph-
ic � nally getting our due on screen. 
Culturally, this con� rms what we’ve 
been saying all along. On the other 
hand, Geezer, funny and friendly as 
it may be, is also an anachronism, 
out of sync with the reality of the New 
Old. How out of sync? By my reckon-
ing, as much as two, maybe three dec-
ades: that’s how long it seems to take 
language to catch up to major cultural 
change like the evolution of Old Age! 
Meanwhile, the Arts – literature, the-
atre, music, � lm – have known about 

this cultural shift for some time. 
We’ll get to “Geezer Lit” and “Geezer 
Music” et al, as promised, in coming 
chapters; for now, movies have cen-
tre stage. 

To test how well movies have 
mapped the evolution of Geezerdom 
over the past 30 years, I recently re-
watched several age-related films 
from that period. Three seem ground-
breaking in their reflection of the 
Geezer Shift. 

My first selection is Murphy’s 
Romance, a 1985 � lm starring Sally 
Field and James Garner. Other note-
worthy age-themed � lms came out 
before 1985 – Harold and Maude, 
On Golden Pond, Robin and Marian, 
Terms of Endearment – but Murphy’s 
Romance, which earned James 
Garner an Oscar nomination for Best 
Actor, did something unique. The last 
two words Garner spoke in that movie 
clearly identi� ed the watershed def-
inition of “old” at the time. The � lm’s 
plot centres on a 33-year-old divor-
cee named Emma Moriarty (Field) 
who moves to a small town in Arizona 
with her young son, Jake, to try to get 
back on her feet. She’s befriended by 
the town pharmacist, Murphy Jones 
(Garner), an eccentric older widower, 
who helps Emma’s business, protects 
her from the ex-husband and pays 
attention to Jake – all the while refus-
ing to tell Emma, who’s dying to know, 
exactly how old he is. Their relation-
ship moves from the impossible to 
the possible; the last scene � nds them 
standing outside Emma’s house, goes 
like this:

Emma: Stay to supper, Murphy?
Murphy: I won’t do that unless I’m 

still here at breakfast.
Emma: How do you like your eggs?
(They turn to walk into the house 

together.)
Murphy: I’m 60.
“I’m 60” said it all in 1985. Garner 

himself was 57 at the time (Field, 
39), but if he had said “I’m 57,” it 
wouldn’t have been the same. Thirty 
years ago, 60 was the watershed; 60 
was old. That’s what made Murphy’s 
statement so meaningful; he was en-
trusting a younger woman he loved 
with the fact that she was about to 
make her life with, yes, a Geezer. But 
he was saying something else too: 
“I’m 60” isn’t a surrender; it’s a boast 
and a challenge to the world!

Over the next 15 years, on into the 
new millennium, various movies ad-
vanced this heretical notion that 
Geezerdom might be a ¡ uid thing, 
that people who had always been con-
signed to creaky irrelevance once 
they’d hit a certain age, might in fact 
be capable of living active, mean-
ingful, sexy lives. Shirley Valentine 
(1989), Waking Ned Devine (1998), 
Space Cowboys (2000, James Garner 
again) all pushed the envelope of 
“How old is old?” But I give my second 
groundbreaker prize to the 2003 com-
edy Something’s Gotta Give, starring 
Jack Nicholson and Diane Keaton. 
Nicholson plays Harry Sanborn, a 
63-year-old media mogul and play-
boy who only dates women under 30. 
His current conquest is the 20-some-
thing Marin Klein (Amanda Peet), 
who invites him to her mother’s beach 
house in the Hamptons, where they’re 
walked in on by Marin’s mother, a 
successful playwright named Erica 
Barry (Keaton) who happens to be, 
horrors, in Harry’s own age brack-
et. That night, during foreplay with 
Marin, Harry su¥ ers a heart attack; 
he’s treated at a local hospital and, fol-
lowing doctor’s orders, ends up recu-
perating at Erica’s beach house where, 
predictably, he accidentally walks in 
on Erica when she’s naked. The ex-
change that follows is now famous:

Erica: Ahh!
Harry: [Seeing Erica] Oh! Oh.

Erica: No! STOP!
Harry: OH! OOH!
Erica: [hides behind door] AAHH! 

STOP!
Harry: [covers his eyes] Oh, I’m 

sorry! Oh, God ... am I sorry.
Erica:  WHAT ARE YOU DOING?
Harry: I’m sorry! I didn’t see any-

thing ... Just your tits.
It’s a great moment: the 60-ish roué 

walking in on a 60-ish woman and be-
ing “forced” to gaze at her imperfect 
¡ esh. What makes the � lm iconic, 
though, is what happens next. Harry 
falls in love with Erica, and they start 
sleeping together. The rest of the 
movie is window dressing. The great 
anti-Geezer leap is the notion that 
not only might a 60-year-old man 
still be attractive but a 60-year-old 
woman as well; and, as a bonus, 
that that older girl might be more 
attractive to the older guy than 
the sub-30-year-old. The what-is-
old bar for women has always been 
lower than for men. Something’s 
Gotta Give pushed that bar high-
er for everyone.

In the next decade, movies 
like Away From Her (2006), It’s 
Complicated (2009), Robot and 
Frank (2012) and, of course, The 
Expendables (2010-2014) did their 
own bar-raising. But I’m awarding 
my third Geezer-shifting moment of 
movie distinction to Red 2, the 2013 
sequel to the 2010 Red. 

RED stands for Retired [and]
Extremely Dangerous, apt for a cast 
of superannuated spies and secret 
agents who get hauled out of retire-
ment and are played by such Geezers-
with-Guns luminaries as Bruce Willis, 
John Malkovich, Morgan Freeman, 
Richard Dreyfuss, Ernest Borgnine, 
Anthony Hopkins and, most nota-
bly, Helen Mirren. Mirren, who plays 
the former British “wetwork” agent 
Victoria Winslow (as sexy now as 

she was depicting Morgana Le Fay in 
Excalibur 30 years ago) stars in the 
iconic scene. It takes place in an MI6 
interrogation room, where she’s sit-
ting in handcu¥ s, about to be garrot-
ed from behind by a young and super-
cilious operative.

MI6 Interrogator: They say you’re 
a legend around here. I’ve, um, never 
heard of you. Must have been a bit be-
fore my time.

Victoria: [somehow escapes from 
the handcuffs and, in a matter of 
seconds, kicks the agent, karate 
chops him several times and leaves 
him senseless on the floor] Well, 
you’ve heard of me now.

One of the things people say most 
about getting old is that as we age, we 
become invisible. People forget who 
you are and, if they remember, it’s 
only dimly. Mirren’s scene is a stock 
setup from a hundred potboilers, but 
performed by a 69-year-old actress 
with enough chutzpah for a roomful 
of 30-year-olds, it’s remarkably satis-
fying to watch. 

Watching the scene reminded me of 
another Academy Award-nominated 
movie that has an older protagon-
ist: Atlantic City (1980), directed 
by Louis Malle and starring Burt 
Lancaster, Susan Sarandon, Kate 
Reid,  Al Waxman (and me). Yes, moi! 

I play a street villain who threatens 
Lancaster and is ultimately shot by 
him; people tell me I’m convincing. 
A small-time Atlantic City would-
be mobster named Lou (Lancaster) 
becomes infatuated with a much-
younger small-town girl named Sally 
(Sarandon), who has come to Atlantic 
City to learn to be a croupier. Lou re-
gains his self-respect by wooing Sally 
and by killing two younger bad guys 
who threaten her during a botched 
drug deal. I was one of the bad guys. 

When it came time for my death by 
gunshot, three suits were prepared 
by wardrobe: only three chances to 
die convincingly at Burt Lancaster’s 

hand. So I slipped 50 bucks to the 
special e¥ ects man, and he sus-
pended his professional ethics 
to triple the charge he would nor-
mally place in the breastplate I 
would have to wear for the scene. 
When the squib went o¥ , it lifted 
me o¥  my feet, no “acting” neces-
sary, and I died perfectly on the 
� rst take to enthusiastic applause 
from the crew. At the � lm’s wrap, I 
went around to get autographs on 
my copy of the script. Burt wrote: 
“Kid,” [I liked that! I was in my 
early 30s then, about the same as 

Susan, 33, and Burt was 66, young-
er than I am now.] “Kid, you died so 
good, you’d better be careful or they’ll 
have you playing sti¥ s the rest of your 
career.” 

It’s a lovely � lm but of its time and 
a little too restrained for triumph-
ant Geezer status. Watching it today, 
I � nd myself wishing Lou had been 
given his own Helen Mirren mo-
ment, a chance to de� antly answer 
the “When is old?” question with the 
same pride we’re now discovering and 
voicing: “Old is what we, what I, de-
cide it is!” 

And, by the way, who are you calling 
Geezer? 

Chapter 46
Geezers in Hollywood

How old is old? The answer 
is at the movies

By Moses Znaimer 

 COMING NEXT ISSUE … GEEZER LIT: THE RETURN OF THE OLDER HERO, PART DEUX

“When did movies start being 
dumb all year round?”
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T HIS FALL, a mov-
ie arrives that I’ve 
been looking for-
ward to eagerly, 
entirely because of 
the book on which 

it is based. The book, The Hundred-
Year-Old Man Who Climbed Out the 
Window and Disappeared by Jonas 
Jonasson was published in Sweden 
in 2009 and has since sold more than 
six million copies worldwide. The 
story chronicles the adventures of 
one Allan Karlsson, who, on the day 
of his 100th birthday, sneaks out of 
a retirement home in the town of 
Malmkoping, Sweden, and buys a 
bus ticket to the � rst town that the 
change in his pocket will take him 
to, accompanied by a wheeled suit-
case belonging to a young man who 
was rude to him in the bus station. 
The suitcase turns out to contain 
37.5 million Swedish kronor – just 
under $6 million Canadian – of drug 
money, and the adventure is on.  

The Amazon entry for the book de-
scribes Allan Karlsson as “much like 
Forrest Gump (if Gump were an ex-
plosives expert with a fondness for 
vodka).” I agree, to a point. I think 
the book is quirky, deadpan hilarious, 
weirdly liberating, but also some-
thing else: revolutionary. Jonasson 
has succeeded in taking a time-test-
ed archetype of the elderly hero – the 
elderly hero who departs on a quest – 
and turning it on its head.  

The “Geezer-on-the-Lam” genre 

is a venerable one, one you’ll prob-
ably recognize: an aging protagon-
ist su� ers a crisis and sets out on a 
journey to escape it; on the road, he 
(or she) has a revelation and is dra-
matically transformed by realizing a 
truth previously hidden by a charac-
ter � aw. The transformation is non-
negotiable. Peace and acceptance 
follow – after which the old hero usu-
ally dies.  

An early example of the genre might 
be its most famous: Shakespeare’s 
King Lear. Written around the year 
1605, the play tells the story of Lear, 
an English monarch who decides 
to retire from the throne and div-
ide his kingdom among his three 
daughters. To determine to whom 
he’ll give the largest portion, he 
asks each daughter to tell him how 
much they love him. His two older 
daughters, Goneril and Reagan, tell 
him they love him beyond anyone or 
anything; but Cordelia, his young-
est and favourite, says she can’t put 
into words how she feels about him.  
“I cannot heave my heart into my 
mouth.” Furious, he disinherits her 
and cedes the realm to Goneril and 
Reagan, with whom he then goes to 
stay, one after the other, in a kind of 
trial run at senior relocation. When 
it becomes apparent that the two are 
inhospitable vipers, he sets o�  on a 
confused, hallucinatory trek across 
the moors, alone except for his fool. 
He only comes to his senses when 
he’s reunited with Cordelia, who 
he � nally realizes is his only truly 
loving, honest daughter. But it’s 
too late: Cordelia is murdered, and 
Lear dies, the victim of his pride. 
“Geezer-on-the-Lam” tragedy-style.

At almost exactly the same time as 
Shakespeare was � nishing King Lear 
in England, Miguel de Cervantes in 
Spain, was putting the � nal touches 

on his masterpiece, Don Quixote, a 
kind of King Lear as if reimagined 
by the � lm-making Coen brothers. 
Alonso Quixano, a retired country 
gentleman living in the town of La 
Mancha, is so obsessed with the idea 
of reviving Chivalry that he dubs 
himself Don Quixote de la Mancha 
and sets out on a quest for knightly 
glory. On the road, Quixote � ghts 
giants (actually, windmills), frees 
a lady being kidnapped by enchant-
ers (actually, monks accompanying 
her) and makes his servant, Sancho 
Panza, the governor of an imagin-
ary isle. When he � nally comes to his 
senses, he realizes that the chivalric 
dream has poisoned his mind, and 
knighthood is no job for a sensible 
Spanish boy. Then he dies. “Geezer-
on-the-Lam” comedy-style. 

Over the centuries, the genre keeps 
popping up. In the 1843 Charles 
Dickens’ novella, A Christmas 
Carol, Ebenezer Scrooge is an an-
cient miser with a stony heart, who 
has a Christmas Eve journey in-
� icted upon him by a trio of ghosts, 
Christmas Past, Present and Yet to 
Come. In a series of � yover mon-
tages, they show him what his life 
has been and what it will be if he 
doesn’t mend his ways, which, of 
course, he does (so he doesn’t die). 
A hundred years later, in Arthur 
Miller’s 1949 classic, Death of a 
Salesman, we get Willy Loman, an 
aging, struggling pedlar of sorts who 
gets � red by a man half his age and 
is launched on his own befuddled 
wanderings through his Brooklyn 
neighbourhood, tending the � owers, 
seeing people who are dead, before 
� nally coming to realize that he’s 
been living in a fantasy world of 
his own, where sales � gures are the 
measure of a man and that the only 
truly important thing is the love of 

the people you love! (Willy does die 
but by his own hand to provide his 
wife with insurance money.)  

In 1964, possibly the greatest fe-
male “Geezer-on-the-Lam” book ever 
written comes out, The Stone Angel, 
by our own Margaret Laurence, 
with its 90-year-old narrator, Hagar 
Shipley. Hagar is so joylessly exact in 
her recollection of all things, includ-
ing sex with her husband, that The 
Stone Angel, may be the least sexy 
book ever written, is still banned in 
some Canadian high schools. Hagar 
runs away to avoid a nursing 
home her son and daughter-
in-law want to place her in, 
ending up in an abandoned 
cannery where, waiting for 
the end, she realizes that 
she has always wanted one 
simple thing – to rejoice 
– but never could. Later, 
in hospital, she does just 
that, sharing a moment of 
unguarded laughter with a 
fellow patient. Then, yes, 
she too dies.  

And so, half a century 
after Hagar, we come to 
Allan Karlsson. All the 
mechanics are there for 
The Hundred-Year-Old Man 
to fit the usual aging pro-
tagonist mould, but Allan 
doesn’t! Every other geezer 
hero is transformed, but 
Allan is not; he’s the same guy at the 
end of the book as he is at the begin-
ning.  Every other aging hero regrets 
things in their life and deeply; Allan 
doesn’t regret a thing. He says regret 
can’t change the thing you feel regret 
about. He knows he’s made some un-
wise decisions in his life – like, mere-
ly, giving the secret of the atom bomb 
to Joseph Stalin (“That [was] a mis-
take because Stalin was as crazy as 

they come”), but he doesn’t waste 
time worrying about them. He lives 
by his mother’s dictum: “Things are 
what they are, and whatever will be 
will be.”  He’s no Pollyanna – actual-
ly, he thinks that the only predict-
able thing in the world is “general 
stupidity,” and he’s never met an 
“–ism” (Communism, Capitalism, 
Socialism) that he likes – he’s seen 
too much trouble caused by all of 
them! Terrible things have happened 
to him: orphaned at a young age, ster-
ilized and apparently rendered im-

potent by a eugenics-crazed doctor at 
the mental hospital where he ends up 
after accidentally blowing somebody 
up (who probably deserved it) with 
one of his TNT experiments. But he’s 
not embittered. He likes exploding 
things, drinking vodka and eating, 
probably in that order. He doesn’t 
die; instead, he discovers that the 
mental hospital doctor’s procedure 
didn’t wipe out his sexual function 

after all, which means he can marry 
Amanda Einstein, widow of Albert’s 
idiot brother, Herbert (don’t ask).

Why do I like Allan so much? 
Maybe it’s his reason for going on 
the lam from the retirement home 
in the � rst place – to avoid the 100th 
birthday party being thrown for him 
that evening. Allan avoids birthday 
parties, especially his own. So do I. 
I think he’d agree with me that 
people who count get older faster and 
wonder why you deserve a present 
for turning up. Allan may not be 

transformed, but every per-
son he meets in the book is 
transformed by him. This is 
a di� erent and totally mod-
ern view of aging: call it the 
Zoomer Version based on 
the fairly recent possibility 
of continued e� ectiveness 
as we get older, an insist-
ence on the right not just to 
react but to act! 

“So you might be a little 
slow,” you can almost hear 
Allan saying. So it might 
take you longer to get there, 
you might have to rest for a 
week or two or take an after-
noon swim. But you never 
know if you can make it out 
of the window and into a 
nice lady’s arms, unless you 
try. Let someone else � gure 
out the meaning of life; just 

you keep living it. 
Watching this New Kind of Older 

Hero do just that, you begin to sus-
pect that aging may indeed have 
its advantages. Just ask the mob-
ster who tells Allan over his cell-
phone that if he doesn’t hand over 
the boss’s money, he’s a dead man. 
“Well, if you want to kill me, you bet-
ter hurry up,” says Allan. “I’m a hun-
dred years old.” 

Chapter 47
Geezer Lit

The Return of the 
Older Hero, Part Deux
Not the Same Old Guy
By Moses Znaimer 
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T HIS FALL, a mov-
ie arrives that I’ve 
been looking for-
ward to eagerly, 
entirely because of 
the book on which 

it is based. The book, The Hundred-
Year-Old Man Who Climbed Out the 
Window and Disappeared by Jonas 
Jonasson was published in Sweden 
in 2009 and has since sold more than 
six million copies worldwide. The 
story chronicles the adventures of 
one Allan Karlsson, who, on the day 
of his 100th birthday, sneaks out of 
a retirement home in the town of 
Malmkoping, Sweden, and buys a 
bus ticket to the � rst town that the 
change in his pocket will take him 
to, accompanied by a wheeled suit-
case belonging to a young man who 
was rude to him in the bus station. 
The suitcase turns out to contain 
37.5 million Swedish kronor – just 
under $6 million Canadian – of drug 
money, and the adventure is on.  

The Amazon entry for the book de-
scribes Allan Karlsson as “much like 
Forrest Gump (if Gump were an ex-
plosives expert with a fondness for 
vodka).” I agree, to a point. I think 
the book is quirky, deadpan hilarious, 
weirdly liberating, but also some-
thing else: revolutionary. Jonasson 
has succeeded in taking a time-test-
ed archetype of the elderly hero – the 
elderly hero who departs on a quest – 
and turning it on its head.  

The “Geezer-on-the-Lam” genre 

is a venerable one, one you’ll prob-
ably recognize: an aging protagon-
ist su� ers a crisis and sets out on a 
journey to escape it; on the road, he 
(or she) has a revelation and is dra-
matically transformed by realizing a 
truth previously hidden by a charac-
ter � aw. The transformation is non-
negotiable. Peace and acceptance 
follow – after which the old hero usu-
ally dies.  

An early example of the genre might 
be its most famous: Shakespeare’s 
King Lear. Written around the year 
1605, the play tells the story of Lear, 
an English monarch who decides 
to retire from the throne and div-
ide his kingdom among his three 
daughters. To determine to whom 
he’ll give the largest portion, he 
asks each daughter to tell him how 
much they love him. His two older 
daughters, Goneril and Reagan, tell 
him they love him beyond anyone or 
anything; but Cordelia, his young-
est and favourite, says she can’t put 
into words how she feels about him.  
“I cannot heave my heart into my 
mouth.” Furious, he disinherits her 
and cedes the realm to Goneril and 
Reagan, with whom he then goes to 
stay, one after the other, in a kind of 
trial run at senior relocation. When 
it becomes apparent that the two are 
inhospitable vipers, he sets o�  on a 
confused, hallucinatory trek across 
the moors, alone except for his fool. 
He only comes to his senses when 
he’s reunited with Cordelia, who 
he � nally realizes is his only truly 
loving, honest daughter. But it’s 
too late: Cordelia is murdered, and 
Lear dies, the victim of his pride. 
“Geezer-on-the-Lam” tragedy-style.

At almost exactly the same time as 
Shakespeare was � nishing King Lear 
in England, Miguel de Cervantes in 
Spain, was putting the � nal touches 

on his masterpiece, Don Quixote, a 
kind of King Lear as if reimagined 
by the � lm-making Coen brothers. 
Alonso Quixano, a retired country 
gentleman living in the town of La 
Mancha, is so obsessed with the idea 
of reviving Chivalry that he dubs 
himself Don Quixote de la Mancha 
and sets out on a quest for knightly 
glory. On the road, Quixote � ghts 
giants (actually, windmills), frees 
a lady being kidnapped by enchant-
ers (actually, monks accompanying 
her) and makes his servant, Sancho 
Panza, the governor of an imagin-
ary isle. When he � nally comes to his 
senses, he realizes that the chivalric 
dream has poisoned his mind, and 
knighthood is no job for a sensible 
Spanish boy. Then he dies. “Geezer-
on-the-Lam” comedy-style. 

Over the centuries, the genre keeps 
popping up. In the 1843 Charles 
Dickens’ novella, A Christmas 
Carol, Ebenezer Scrooge is an an-
cient miser with a stony heart, who 
has a Christmas Eve journey in-
� icted upon him by a trio of ghosts, 
Christmas Past, Present and Yet to 
Come. In a series of � yover mon-
tages, they show him what his life 
has been and what it will be if he 
doesn’t mend his ways, which, of 
course, he does (so he doesn’t die). 
A hundred years later, in Arthur 
Miller’s 1949 classic, Death of a 
Salesman, we get Willy Loman, an 
aging, struggling pedlar of sorts who 
gets � red by a man half his age and 
is launched on his own befuddled 
wanderings through his Brooklyn 
neighbourhood, tending the � owers, 
seeing people who are dead, before 
� nally coming to realize that he’s 
been living in a fantasy world of 
his own, where sales � gures are the 
measure of a man and that the only 
truly important thing is the love of 

the people you love! (Willy does die 
but by his own hand to provide his 
wife with insurance money.)  

In 1964, possibly the greatest fe-
male “Geezer-on-the-Lam” book ever 
written comes out, The Stone Angel, 
by our own Margaret Laurence, 
with its 90-year-old narrator, Hagar 
Shipley. Hagar is so joylessly exact in 
her recollection of all things, includ-
ing sex with her husband, that The 
Stone Angel, may be the least sexy 
book ever written, is still banned in 
some Canadian high schools. Hagar 
runs away to avoid a nursing 
home her son and daughter-
in-law want to place her in, 
ending up in an abandoned 
cannery where, waiting for 
the end, she realizes that 
she has always wanted one 
simple thing – to rejoice 
– but never could. Later, 
in hospital, she does just 
that, sharing a moment of 
unguarded laughter with a 
fellow patient. Then, yes, 
she too dies.  

And so, half a century 
after Hagar, we come to 
Allan Karlsson. All the 
mechanics are there for 
The Hundred-Year-Old Man 
to fit the usual aging pro-
tagonist mould, but Allan 
doesn’t! Every other geezer 
hero is transformed, but 
Allan is not; he’s the same guy at the 
end of the book as he is at the begin-
ning.  Every other aging hero regrets 
things in their life and deeply; Allan 
doesn’t regret a thing. He says regret 
can’t change the thing you feel regret 
about. He knows he’s made some un-
wise decisions in his life – like, mere-
ly, giving the secret of the atom bomb 
to Joseph Stalin (“That [was] a mis-
take because Stalin was as crazy as 

they come”), but he doesn’t waste 
time worrying about them. He lives 
by his mother’s dictum: “Things are 
what they are, and whatever will be 
will be.”  He’s no Pollyanna – actual-
ly, he thinks that the only predict-
able thing in the world is “general 
stupidity,” and he’s never met an 
“–ism” (Communism, Capitalism, 
Socialism) that he likes – he’s seen 
too much trouble caused by all of 
them! Terrible things have happened 
to him: orphaned at a young age, ster-
ilized and apparently rendered im-

potent by a eugenics-crazed doctor at 
the mental hospital where he ends up 
after accidentally blowing somebody 
up (who probably deserved it) with 
one of his TNT experiments. But he’s 
not embittered. He likes exploding 
things, drinking vodka and eating, 
probably in that order. He doesn’t 
die; instead, he discovers that the 
mental hospital doctor’s procedure 
didn’t wipe out his sexual function 

after all, which means he can marry 
Amanda Einstein, widow of Albert’s 
idiot brother, Herbert (don’t ask).

Why do I like Allan so much? 
Maybe it’s his reason for going on 
the lam from the retirement home 
in the � rst place – to avoid the 100th 
birthday party being thrown for him 
that evening. Allan avoids birthday 
parties, especially his own. So do I. 
I think he’d agree with me that 
people who count get older faster and 
wonder why you deserve a present 
for turning up. Allan may not be 

transformed, but every per-
son he meets in the book is 
transformed by him. This is 
a di� erent and totally mod-
ern view of aging: call it the 
Zoomer Version based on 
the fairly recent possibility 
of continued e� ectiveness 
as we get older, an insist-
ence on the right not just to 
react but to act! 

“So you might be a little 
slow,” you can almost hear 
Allan saying. So it might 
take you longer to get there, 
you might have to rest for a 
week or two or take an after-
noon swim. But you never 
know if you can make it out 
of the window and into a 
nice lady’s arms, unless you 
try. Let someone else � gure 
out the meaning of life; just 

you keep living it. 
Watching this New Kind of Older 

Hero do just that, you begin to sus-
pect that aging may indeed have 
its advantages. Just ask the mob-
ster who tells Allan over his cell-
phone that if he doesn’t hand over 
the boss’s money, he’s a dead man. 
“Well, if you want to kill me, you bet-
ter hurry up,” says Allan. “I’m a hun-
dred years old.” 
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In 1992, while I was still run-
ning that pioneering youth-
oriented music-video chan-
nel, MuchMusic, we began 
to play a certain 58-year-
old Singer’s song called 

“Closing Time,” which he’d released 
in support of his then-new album, 
The Future. Up to that point, this 
Singer’s albums had usually posted 
modest Canadian sales in the range of 
30,000 to 50,000 records. The Future 
ended up selling double platinum 
(200,000-300,000) and relaunched 
the Singer’s then languishing career. 
I remember record retailers calling 
and saying, “What’s going on? I’ve 
got teenage girls coming in and ask-
ing for … Leonard Cohen?!?”

That video, that album, helped mark 
the beginning of Leonard Cohen 2.0. 
Now 80, Cohen has just released his 
13th album, Popular Problems, which, 
together with his 12th, Old Ideas, may 
constitute, in my humble opinion, 
his best work yet. Here are the open-
ing lines from the � rst cut on Popular 
Problems. It’s called “Slow.” 

I’m slowing down the tune, 
I never liked it fast;
You want to get there soon, I want 
to get there last;
It’s not because I’m old, it’s not 
the life I led,
I always liked it slow; that’s what 
my momma said.

Pure Cohen: deft, funny, pro-
found and a little bad all at once. 

Add in those subtle and sophisticat-
ed musical arrangements that have 
never really gotten the attention or 
credit that they deserve, a European-
Yiddish-bluesy mix that includes 
exotic instruments like the oud and 
the balalaika, and you see why Cohen 
has managed not just to survive as an 
artist into his ninth decade but to do 
it on a creative rise. I get a kick out 
of my little contribution to his late 
resurgence to stardom, but Leonard 
has persisted in the classy end of the 
popular music business by hanging in 
and by staying true to himself. In fact, 
of all the notable Canadian artists 
who’ve distinguished themselves over 
the past 50 years, I � rmly believe, in 
fact I boldly predict, Leonard Cohen 
is the one who will last.

In my last two chapters on the re-
cent return of the older hero, I exam-
ined the growing phenomenon of the 
older protagonist in movies and liter-
ary � ction. In music, that most skit-
tish of all pop cultures, surprisingly, it 
may even be more so.  If you look at the 
Best Albums of 1964 on the website 
besteveralbums.com, which calculates 
overall yearly rankings by collating 
16,000 charts, you’ll see the follow-
ing names: The Beatles, The Rolling 
Stones, Bob Dylan, Barbra Streisand, 
Paul Simon and The Beach Boys. All 
have released albums in the past two 
years, a full half-century later. At one 
time, pop culture was overwhelming-
ly invested in the young; but in music 
today, you can see that the most en-
during stars are the ones who got es-
tablished in the ’60s and even earlier. 
Tony Bennett is a case in point. In 
1964, an already established 38-year-
old Bennett had an album out called I 
Left my Heart in San Francisco after 
his signature song. Now 88, Bennett 
is promoting a duet album with Lady 
Gaga that he released last year to rave 

reviews. (It’s delicious to note that 
the actual recording of the album had 
to wait for Gaga, 28, to recover from 
hip surgery.) Meanwhile, Bennett 
himself will perform solo concerts in 
three Canadian cities this fall.  

All of which makes me wonder: 
why are these older musicians still 
so popular? Why is their celebrity so 
long-lived compared to the typically 
¡ eeting fame of most pop stars, who 
are hot one day, gone the next. In 50 
years, who will the Bennetts and the 
Cohens be? Will any exist at all?  

My theory can be summed up in 
one word: speed. The law of the ce-
lebrity cycle is that it’s always faster 
and more intense than it used to be. 
For one thing, technology intrudes. 
To use a TV metaphor, we no long-
er live in a five-channel world; we 
live in a 500-channel world; indeed, 
a 5,000,000-channel one given the 
unlimited capacity of the Internet. 
With so much competition and atten-
tion so � ckle, few artists can actual-
ly gain a permanent foothold on the 
public imagination. It takes a while 
to institutionalize as an icon, yet the 
time available is ever-shrinking. Just 
when you � gure out who Bruno Mars 
is, he’s apparently gone. Instead, the 
guy with the funny hat appears sing-
ing “Happy.” In a year or so, Pharrell 
Williams will likely be gone, too. No 
one’s safe, including Tony Bennett’s 
latest partner, Lady Gaga. What 
are the chances that when she’s 88, 
20-something pop stars will be clam-
ouring to sing duets with her?

But Tony’s fame is secure for now 
(he was featured on the cover of this 
magazine in December 2011), as is 
that of The Rolling Stones (aver-
age age 71) and The Beatles, (aver-
age age 73). It’s no accident that 
on our ZoomerRadio station AM 
740 (am740.ca), only two artists 

Chapter 48
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have weekly shows devoted entire-
ly to them – Frank Sinatra and Elvis 
Presley (I’ve started another, The 
Leonard Show, which airs Saturdays 
at 4:30 p.m. EST). The reason is that 
these artists rose to prominence when 
distribution was more limited, and 
media attention was more focused; 
which meant they had more time 
to incubate as Stars. For instance, 
from 1963 to 1973, The Beatles had a 
top-five song on the charts for every 
one of those years, and The Rolling 
Stones did it six times over that per-
iod. By the end of their 10-year runs, 
both groups had essentially become 
institutions, “famous for being 
famous” to use British journalist 
Malcolm Muggeridge’s phrase. By 
contrast, from 2003 to 2013, the 
artist with the most top five hits 
was Beyoncé, and she only did it 
three times. Long-time music 
critic Peter Goddard thinks she 
may be one of the few contem-
porary artists who will resonate 
in 50 years the way that Bennett 
and Cohen do today: “Beyoncé is 
going to be around because she’s 
going to fill the Grande Dame 
niche and be the next Diana Ross. 
And maybe somebody like Madonna, 
who is culturally important because 
of what she said about the female 
approach to sex. The day of the ’60s 
and ’70s musicians who became en-
shrined as huge icons can never hap-
pen again. We had a limited crowd of 
potential stars, and the hit parades 
and Top 10s told us who was import-
ant.  Nowadays, you have 45 different 
top 10s and an outrageous amount of 
democratic interaction. I lament that 
that simpler time is gone.” 

But even as he said this, Beyoncé’s 
supremacy was being challenged by 
Taylor Swift.

If some of the boomer-era pop stars 

have stuck around to fill the idol role 
into their (and our) older age, not all 
of them have done it with the same 
grace. The best of the older musicians 
are the ones who’ve resisted the urge 
to youth-ify themselves, to indulge 
in plastic surgery and torn jeans; the 
ones who’ve acknowledged and em-
braced the passing years in their writ-
ing and performance.  By this yard-
stick, The Rolling Stones, in their 
70s but stuck in a ’60s time warp, 
do not score well. Likewise Bruce 
Springsteen, 65. Louden Wainwright 
III, 68, (most famous now for being 
the father of Rufus Wainwright) 

does better. Wainwright finishes his 
song “Meds,” from his 2012 album 
Older Than My Old Man Now, with 
this piece of advice from his doctor: 
“You’ll need something stronger than 
your Advil and Aleve/If you want to 
eat and sleep and shtup and breathe.” 
Bonnie Raitt, 65, has also aged grace-
fully in her music, as has Sting, the 
“baby” of the new older set at 63.

But when it comes to getting old 
and staying cool, nobody does it 
like Leonard. Leonard was 50 when 
he sang “Hallelujah,” which would 
go on to become the most covered 
song of the modern era. And he 
was 54 when he released “I’m Your 
Man,” which includes the lines: “My 

friends are gone and my hair is gray/ 
I ache in the places where I used to 
play.” For me, Leonard is unique be-
cause people like Sinatra and Elvis, 
even Dylan, seemingly blasted 
onto the scene full-grown; Leonard 
ripened. If you listen to his early  
albums, his voice was very different; 
high-register, reedy, almost whiny. 
His great accomplishment was that 
he kept at it, got control of his voice, 
acquiring a later-life lower regis-
ter that’s authentic, commanding 
and different. He remained true to  
himself, and eventually the world 
swung back to the beauty and pro-

fundity of his work.   
Growing up, my heroes 

were Poets, Novelists and 
Revolutionaries who engaged 
actively in history. But Leonard 
understood the deep impact of 
the apparently simple, short 
song written from a distance. He 
took the time, sometimes years, 
to find just the right words. He 
writes elegant, smart, meaning-
ful lyrics and marries them to 
deceptively haunting music that 
lingers in the mind and in the ear, 

especially about that human condi-
tion none of us can escape. Here’s the 
chorus from “Going Home” from his 
2012 album, Old Ideas:

Going home without my sorrow
Going home sometime tomorrow
Going home to where it’s better 
than before
Going home without my burden
Going home behind the curtain
Going home without this costume 
that I wore

So, if you haven’t yet heard Leonard 
Cohen’s great poetry and music and 
soul, do yourself a favour and go out 
and get some. Say Moses sent you. 

 Coming next issue: Zoomer money, Zoomer Power and the rise of the GeeZerPreneur
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“Lenny’s right. Calling it ‘an opportunity 
to reach a new generation of listeners’ has 

a better ring to it than ‘total sellout’.” 
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 Imagine you’re a traveller 
from a distant land, and your 
host tells you about a group 
of Canadians who have un-
equalled � nancial resources, 
who own the most property, 

who buy the most products, who pay 
the most in taxes, who vote the most 
often in elections at all levels, and 
who are most active in charities and 
the funding and patronage of the arts; 
wouldn’t your natural assumption be 
that this group would be widely recog-
nized, respected, acknowledged and 
appreciated? Now imagine that your 
informant tells you that this same 
community is, in fact, largely ignored 
and/or, when noticed at all, is either 
brushed o�  as irrelevant or accused 
of being a selfish and destructive 
force that will inevitably bankrupt 
the nation.  

I’ve talked about this before: the dis-
connect between the popular media-
driven image of older people today as 
a drain on the economy and the actual 
positive economic and cultural in� u-
ence we exert. But up to now I’ve al-
ways talked about it reactively, as a 
counter argument. In Chapter 18, for 
instance, I pointed out that contrary 
to our reputation as “the most sel� sh 
generation,” we actually supported 
arts and culture to a far greater ex-
tent than any other Canadian demo-
graphic. In Chapter 5, I noted that 
instead of stealing jobs from younger 
people, our growing aversion to re-
tirement turns out to be signi� cant 
for government coffers because of 

our continued tax payments (already 
disproportionately large) and to the 
labour market, which in many of our 
lifetimes is expected to experience a 
shortfall of a million jobs. In Chapter 
30, I observed that not only would our 
“Grey Tsunami” not bankrupt the 
nation, we’d likely be the people who 
would bail the nation out because of 
our unprecedented � nancial resour-
ces. But the days of reaction are over. 
It’s time to be proactive. It’s time to 
focus on the numbers, which speak 
for themselves.

Our demarcated Zoomer demo-
graphic includes people 45 years old 
and up. In Canada, this group com-
prises 15.1 million people, or about 44 
per cent of the total population, who 
happen to control a remarkable 78 per 
cent of the wealth and account for 57 
per cent of all consumer spending. 

How many industries and � nancial 
sectors does our gang drive? Looking 
at the numbers,1 Zoomers:

 account for 45 per cent of all house-
holds with incomes of $100,000 or 
more and almost 50 per cent of house-
hold incomes of $200,000 or more.  

 buy more new cars (56 per cent) 
than any other age group, particu-
larly cars costing more than $40,000, 
which 998,000 of us did on our most 
recent auto purchase.  

 take more trips, both inside and 
outside Canada, representing about 
half of all Canadians who took three 
or more vacations within Canada in 
the last 12 months. 

 spend more on travel than any 
other age group (1.7 million of us 
spent $4,000 or more on our most re-
cent vacation outside Canada).  

 use credit cards for more pur-
chases per month (65 per cent of 
all Canadians who spend between 
$1,000 and $2,500 per month; more 
than 50 per cent of Canadians who 
spend $5,000 plus  per month). 

 save and invest far more than any 
other age group (more than 75 per 
cent of those with savings and secur-
ities valued between $100,000 and 
$1,000,000; and 80 per cent of those 
with more than $1,000,000).  

 buy more technological and elec-
tronic devices than any other age 
group.  In fact, since 2010, people 
aged 55-64 – a group that’s coming 
to be known as the Alpha Boomers – 
have spent more on technology than 
any other 10-year age span.  

 make up 53 per cent of the 2.5 mil-
lion Canadians who have o�  ces in 
their homes. 

 comprise 65 per cent of the 7.5 
million Canadians who own mutual 
funds; 60 per cent of Canadians who 
have RRSPs and Tax-Free Savings 
Accounts; and close to 70 per cent of 
all Canadians who have non-RRSP 
investments and own stocks and 
bonds either in or outside RRSPs.  

 spend more on furniture, tele-
vision sets, audio equipment, home 
improvements and renovations, and 
men’s and women’s clothing than any 
other age group.  

 are neck and neck in spending 
on toys and games with the 35- to 
49-year-old group (which includes 
four years of Zoomerhood). 

 contribute more to charities than 
any other demographic as well (62.8 
per cent of the 13.2 million Canadians 
who reported donating to a Canadian 
charitable organization in the past 12 
months were Zoomers).   

Now, I’m not for a second forgetting 
that there is a signi� cant segment of 
our demo who � nds themselves in dif-
� cult � nancial straits, who struggle 
to make ends meet. But, on average, a 
Zoomer today is far more likely to be 
dispensing � nancial help to others 

Chapter 49
I Am Zoomer, 

Hear Me Roar! 
Zoomer money, Zoomer 

power and the rise of the 
Zoomer-preneur

By Moses Znaimer 

1ALL FIGURES FROM STATISTICS CANADA AND/OR 
PMB (PRINT MEASUREMENT BUREAU)/COMSCORE, 
FALL, 2014 
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(often younger family members) than 
to be receiving help themselves.

These facts alone should be enough 
to puncture the image of aging 
Canadians as complacent retirees, 
content to collect pension cheques 
and drive up health costs while the 
rest of society works to pay for it 
all. The reality is that in Canada to-
day, a new job that’s just been cre-
ated is more likely to be filled by 
someone 60-plus than by any other 
age category. According to a 2012 
TD Economics Observation report, 
from the time the economic rebound 
began in 2009, fully one-third of new 
jobs have been filled by such oldsters 
even though that group only accounts 
for eight per cent of the total work 
force. During the same period, new 
employment for Canadians over 70 
has increased by 37 per cent.    

How are older Canadian workers 
able to pull off the apparent miracle 
of finding jobs in a climate that’s hos-
tile to older workers? Not, note, by 
that disproved cliché of stealing em-
ployment from young people. They 
do it because these jobs are often cre-
ated by the older workers themselves. 
A 2012 CIBC study found that of the 
half-million Canadians involved in 
start-up businesses and new entre-
preneurial ventures, “by far the fast-
est growing segment” was the 50-plus 
age group. CIBC’s World Markets has 
predicted that 50 per cent of these 
entrepreneurs will still be in busi-
ness in the year 2018. This projection 
wouldn’t surprise Vivek Wadhwa, 
vice-president of innovation and re-
search at Singularity University. He 
and his team have found that twice as 
many successful American entrepre-
neurs are over 50 as under 25 and that 
twice as many are over 60 as under 
20. The Silicon Valley myth that all 
21st-century innovators are still wet 
behind the ears is just that: a myth. 

Where does all this energy come 
from on the part of a cohort that’s 
supposed to be “winding down”? 
There are two reasons why older 
Canadians start businesses: they 
have to or they want to. In the first 
case, we’re setting out on our own 
because we’ve lost long-held jobs, 
need a continuing source of income 
but have trouble finding employ-
ment in the traditional labour mar-
ket because of age prejudice. In the 
second, we start up new stuff because 
although we can afford to retire, we 
can’t imagine not putting our ex-
perience and drive and strengths to 
something, especially if we’ve always 
had the dream of being our own boss. 

It turns out that these third-act start-
ups are a widespread new phenomen-
on throughout older populations in 
the Western world. Here are two ex-
amples, among many. 

Wally Blume, 73, spent the major-
ity of his professional life working for 
someone else in the dairy business, 
where he might have stayed, he says, 
if it hadn’t been for his boss coming 
up with the idea of a new ice-cream 
flavour – tomato. Blume promptly 
quit and started his own ice-cream 
company, Denali Flavors, with a flag-
ship flavour of his own, Moose Tracks 
(chocolate and peanut butter, with no 
hint of tomato). Today, Moose Tracks 
sells $80 million worth of product an-

nually on its own. In some locales, it 
outsells vanilla. 

Then, there’s Carol Gardner, 69. In 
1997, while nursing a broken femur 
and a broken heart (she’d just di-
vorced her husband of 27 years), 
Gardner, who’d also been laid off from 
her job as an advertising director and 
was cash-strapped, got an English 
bulldog named Zelda. She entered a 
Christmas card contest held by a pet 
store to win free dog food for a year 
and won. The prize inspired her to 
start a greeting card company called 
Zelda Wisdom. Gardner started with 
24 greeting cards. Within six months, 
she’d sold more than a million cards. 
(Sample copy: “Go braless. It pulls the 
wrinkles down.”) Today, she produces 
more than 200 licenced Zelda prod-
ucts, from calendars to children’s 
books. Sales are conservatively esti-
mated at $50 million annually.

I feel a particular affinity for this 
new kind of older risk taker – Zoomer-
preneurs, if you will – because I’m one 
of them. ZoomerMedia, including 
the magazine you’re reading, exists 
because when one long chapter of my 
working life ended, I couldn’t imagine 
not going on to the next. As president 
of CARP and ZoomerMedia, I consid-
er the issue of aging a lot profession-
ally but, personally, it rarely cross-
es my mind. As quickly as I register 
the fact of age, I tend to forget it, for 
the same reason that I tend to forget 
about birthdays. People who count 
them, I’ve noticed, get older faster. 
People who don’t stay younger. They 
also stay healthier, in more ways than 
one – both physically, as we pointed 
out in Chapter 12, and financially, as 
we’re pointing out today. The title of 
this chapter is I Am Zoomer, Hear Me 
Roar. That roar is now both physical 
and financial.  

Society being what it is, maybe now 
we’ll finally be heard! 

 Coming next issue: In praIse of older women
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“Every day I ask myself, ‘Am I 
embezzling enough for retirement?’” 
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(often younger family members) than 
to be receiving help themselves.

These facts alone should be enough 
to puncture the image of aging 
Canadians as complacent retirees, 
content to collect pension cheques 
and drive up health costs while the 
rest of society works to pay for it 
all. The reality is that in Canada to-
day, a new job that’s just been cre-
ated is more likely to be filled by 
someone 60-plus than by any other 
age category. According to a 2012 
TD Economics Observation report, 
from the time the economic rebound 
began in 2009, fully one-third of new 
jobs have been filled by such oldsters 
even though that group only accounts 
for eight per cent of the total work 
force. During the same period, new 
employment for Canadians over 70 
has increased by 37 per cent.    

How are older Canadian workers 
able to pull off the apparent miracle 
of finding jobs in a climate that’s hos-
tile to older workers? Not, note, by 
that disproved cliché of stealing em-
ployment from young people. They 
do it because these jobs are often cre-
ated by the older workers themselves. 
A 2012 CIBC study found that of the 
half-million Canadians involved in 
start-up businesses and new entre-
preneurial ventures, “by far the fast-
est growing segment” was the 50-plus 
age group. CIBC’s World Markets has 
predicted that 50 per cent of these 
entrepreneurs will still be in busi-
ness in the year 2018. This projection 
wouldn’t surprise Vivek Wadhwa, 
vice-president of innovation and re-
search at Singularity University. He 
and his team have found that twice as 
many successful American entrepre-
neurs are over 50 as under 25 and that 
twice as many are over 60 as under 
20. The Silicon Valley myth that all 
21st-century innovators are still wet 
behind the ears is just that: a myth. 

Where does all this energy come 
from on the part of a cohort that’s 
supposed to be “winding down”? 
There are two reasons why older 
Canadians start businesses: they 
have to or they want to. In the first 
case, we’re setting out on our own 
because we’ve lost long-held jobs, 
need a continuing source of income 
but have trouble finding employ-
ment in the traditional labour mar-
ket because of age prejudice. In the 
second, we start up new stuff because 
although we can afford to retire, we 
can’t imagine not putting our ex-
perience and drive and strengths to 
something, especially if we’ve always 
had the dream of being our own boss. 

It turns out that these third-act start-
ups are a widespread new phenomen-
on throughout older populations in 
the Western world. Here are two ex-
amples, among many. 

Wally Blume, 73, spent the major-
ity of his professional life working for 
someone else in the dairy business, 
where he might have stayed, he says, 
if it hadn’t been for his boss coming 
up with the idea of a new ice-cream 
flavour – tomato. Blume promptly 
quit and started his own ice-cream 
company, Denali Flavors, with a flag-
ship flavour of his own, Moose Tracks 
(chocolate and peanut butter, with no 
hint of tomato). Today, Moose Tracks 
sells $80 million worth of product an-

nually on its own. In some locales, it 
outsells vanilla. 

Then, there’s Carol Gardner, 69. In 
1997, while nursing a broken femur 
and a broken heart (she’d just di-
vorced her husband of 27 years), 
Gardner, who’d also been laid off from 
her job as an advertising director and 
was cash-strapped, got an English 
bulldog named Zelda. She entered a 
Christmas card contest held by a pet 
store to win free dog food for a year 
and won. The prize inspired her to 
start a greeting card company called 
Zelda Wisdom. Gardner started with 
24 greeting cards. Within six months, 
she’d sold more than a million cards. 
(Sample copy: “Go braless. It pulls the 
wrinkles down.”) Today, she produces 
more than 200 licenced Zelda prod-
ucts, from calendars to children’s 
books. Sales are conservatively esti-
mated at $50 million annually.

I feel a particular affinity for this 
new kind of older risk taker – Zoomer-
preneurs, if you will – because I’m one 
of them. ZoomerMedia, including 
the magazine you’re reading, exists 
because when one long chapter of my 
working life ended, I couldn’t imagine 
not going on to the next. As president 
of CARP and ZoomerMedia, I consid-
er the issue of aging a lot profession-
ally but, personally, it rarely cross-
es my mind. As quickly as I register 
the fact of age, I tend to forget it, for 
the same reason that I tend to forget 
about birthdays. People who count 
them, I’ve noticed, get older faster. 
People who don’t stay younger. They 
also stay healthier, in more ways than 
one – both physically, as we pointed 
out in Chapter 12, and financially, as 
we’re pointing out today. The title of 
this chapter is I Am Zoomer, Hear Me 
Roar. That roar is now both physical 
and financial.  

Society being what it is, maybe now 
we’ll finally be heard! 

 Coming next issue: In praIse of older women
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“Every day I ask myself, ‘Am I 
embezzling enough for retirement?’” 
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 I WAS 14 when I � rst began 
to notice that I was com-
peting for girls my age 
with guys who were older 
than I was. I remember 
thinking that was pecu-
liar as well as unfair. The 
fact that I went to a small 

parochial school at the time, with a 
commensurately small number of eli-
gible girls, made the situation all the 
more irritating. That irritation grew 
as I got older until, in my late teens, 
I was competing for 16-, 17-, 18-year-
old girls with guys in their mid to late 
20s, even 30s. By then I was outraged 
at the injustice of it all and, frankly, a 
bit contemptuous of my rivals. What 
kind of young professional dated 
high schoolers? Apparently, a lot of 
them. With regularity, girls I had my 
eye on would drop out of sight for a 
while, then pop back months later, 
somehow more re� ned, more mature 
than the rest of us. They had eaten in 
expensive restaurants, tried oysters 
and foie gras, drunk champagne. 
What chance did I have?

Then it came to me; maybe this can 
work the other way around! It wasn’t 
just older males who had the alluring 
trappings of maturity: jobs, money, 
cars – some women had them, too. 
The romantic ethos of the ’50s held 
that the man had to pay for every-
thing, even if that meant you could 

only go out once in a while. But who 
said it had to be that way? Didn’t it 
make more sense that whoever had 
the money should pay? 

And so it came to pass that I began 
to seek out the company of older girls 
who, I quickly con� rmed, were in-
deed more accomplished, more in-
dependent, more mysterious. They 
had stories to tell. They had apart-
ments. And what did I have to o� er 
in return? Modesty forfends, but let’s 
call it a certain precocity in matters 
amorous, a certain street-smart con-
� dence and drive. Oh, and I was cute 
with curly hair, a little exotic in ori-
gin and drove a Vespa. 

On my side, I was hooked. I became 
an age agnostic and, something even 
rarer, a male feminist in the 1950s. 
I’ve been giving praise to older 
women ever since.  

WHAT MAKES A woman sexy? 
What makes anyone sexy, for that 
matter? 

Looks, most of us eventually dis-
cover, only go so far. Precisely the 
things that attracted me to older 
girls when I was 16 are just as im-
portant now: life experience, intel-
ligence, carriage,  humour, power 
– not the power of tycoons but  of 
women confident in themselves 
and a force in the world. In our last 
three chapters, which highlighted 
the rise of the older hero in film, 
books and music, I talked mostly 
about men. But as a group, today in 
2015, it’s older women – particularly 
women in their 50s and 60s – who are 
coming into their own as a  unique-
ly attractive, uniquely influential 
demographic.  

The world, if I can be so bold, is 
catching up to me.

The in� uential part of the equa-
tion was brought home recently by 
an article that appeared in the Globe 
and Mail ROB that described the 
emergence of a brand new segment 
of the  condominium market – the 
single woman over 55. The piece 
contained some eye-opening statis-
tics. Since the early 1970s, the per-
centage of Canadians living alone 
has doubled, to 28 per cent. But for 
women around retirement age, that 
� gure rises to an astonishing 78 per 
cent. In 2011, 65 per cent of single 
occupant condo owners in Canada 
were women. For those 55 and over, 
76 per cent were women. As the head-
line of an accompanying article an-
nounced, these days “Single ladies 
drive Canada’s condo market” – par-
ticularly, it seems, single ladies over 
55. And who are these single ladies? 
They’re lifetime singles or widows or 
divorcees (50-plus divorces, largely 
female-instigated, are dramatically 
increasing in Canada), who accord-
ing to surveys are interested in rela-
tionships but not necessarily in mar-
riage. The result is a group of vibrant, 
attractive, confident older women 
who own their own apartments and 
transport and can a� ord to take a 
date out to dinner. Sound familiar?

BUT, OF COURSE, the sexual-
ity of older women is about more 
than condos and cars. It’s a matter 
of equal rights, what many women 
I’ve spoken to these days consider 
a new kind of Women’s Liberation 
Movement. The ’60s movement re-
volved around general female em-
powerment with regards to their 
bodies, issues like the birth control 
pill and choice. The new movement 
is growing among older women and 

Chapter 50

In Praise of 
Older Women 

What’s good for the gander 
is good for the goose
By Moses Znaimer 
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seeks to allow them to be sexy as they 
age, without being mocked or criti-
cized by younger media and society 
at large. Part of this later-life em-
powerment has to do with the free-
dom to choose younger sexual and 
romantic partners, something men 
– particularly successful, accom-
plished men – have enjoyed forever.

Men have counted on the 
trappings of worldly accom-
plishment to maintain their 
appeal as romantic partners 
as they age. They’ve also 
benefited from the opinion 
of a surprisingly large num-
ber of young women who find 
boys or men their own age 
to be unformed, obnoxious 
or, worse, ridiculous. Why, 
then, don’t women have the 
same right to exploit their 
growing presence in the ma-
terial world to increase their 
sexual currency as they get 
older and not have to put 
up with being considered 
predatory or unfeminine? 
Why shouldn’t a mirror im-
age younger male (me, once) 
prefer the mature option and 
not have to be embarrassed 
by it? Surely, what’s good for 
the gander should be good for 
the goose. 

GrowinG up, I was never for a 
second interested in the teen idols 
of the day, the singers and actresses 
close to my own age. I wasn’t interest-
ed in Sandra Dee but in Ava Gardner 
(The Night of the Iguana). In music, 
my heart went to Peggy Lee, not 
Brenda Lee, to Juliet Greco and Julie 
London, all women well older than I: 
experienced, a bit cynical but ever 

hopeful and smoky of voice. I was at-
tracted to their stillness and magnet-
ism in a frankly visceral way. At the 
time, such a pairing was considered 
unusual, even aberrant. There was 
poor bumbling Benjamin Braddock 
(Dustin Hoffman) prey to Mrs. 
Robinson (Anne Bancroft) in the 
1967 movie The Graduate, and even 

as late as 1978, the Canadian movie 
In Praise of Older Women became a 
cause célèbre, complete with threats 
from the morality squad, for its por-
trayal of a woman in her 40s having 
a relationship with a boy in his 20s.

 Compare that with trends to-
day. Samantha Taylor-Wood, 48, 
the director of Fifty Shades of Grey, 
is married to a 24-year-old man; 
Joan Collins, 81, has a husband 32 
years younger than herself; and 

the Duchess of Alba, who died re-
cently at 88, married a 60-year-old 
Spanish civil servant when she was 
85, a man who renounced all claims 
to her wealth and was left nothing at 
her death. Add to this the number 
of 50-plus actresses (Meryl Streep, 
Dianne Keaton and Julianne Moore 
come to mind) winning awards to-

day for romantic roles or the 
recent signings of Charlotte 
Rampling (69), Joni Mitchell 
(71) and Joan Didion (80) 
as the new “faces” of the 
luxury labels Céline, Yves 
St. Laurent and NARS re-
spectively – and you’d think 
that this Second “War” of 
Liberation is being won. 
But when two older singers, 
Madonna and Annie Lennox, 
headlined at this year’s 
Grammy Awards, Lennox, 
who dressed modestly and 
performed like a serious 
artist, was lionized, while 
Madonna, who dressed like 
she was trying too hard, was 
ridiculed. Apparently, there 
is still progress to be made.  

when i first started writ-
ing The Zoomer Philosophy, 
I mapped out and fully in-

tended to stop after 10 chapters. This 
one marks our 50th, a number that 
resonates. Fifty is recognized as an 
iconic moment of passage in popu-
lar culture, and nothing could mark 
that rite of passage better than hon-
ouring the mature women who have 
for so long been denied the freedom 
to take and keep taking whatever 
passion and pleasure they can from 
life. And my right to admire them as 
they do. 

 Coming next issue: The righT To live, The righT To die: Two sides of The same coin?
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“Arthritis Pain Formula Anacin,  
Poli-grip, and a home pregnancy test.” 



143

THE ZOOMER      PHILOSOPHY
seeks to allow them to be sexy as they 
age, without being mocked or criti-
cized by younger media and society 
at large. Part of this later-life em-
powerment has to do with the free-
dom to choose younger sexual and 
romantic partners, something men 
– particularly successful, accom-
plished men – have enjoyed forever.

Men have counted on the 
trappings of worldly accom-
plishment to maintain their 
appeal as romantic partners 
as they age. They’ve also 
benefited from the opinion 
of a surprisingly large num-
ber of young women who find 
boys or men their own age 
to be unformed, obnoxious 
or, worse, ridiculous. Why, 
then, don’t women have the 
same right to exploit their 
growing presence in the ma-
terial world to increase their 
sexual currency as they get 
older and not have to put 
up with being considered 
predatory or unfeminine? 
Why shouldn’t a mirror im-
age younger male (me, once) 
prefer the mature option and 
not have to be embarrassed 
by it? Surely, what’s good for 
the gander should be good for 
the goose. 

GrowinG up, I was never for a 
second interested in the teen idols 
of the day, the singers and actresses 
close to my own age. I wasn’t interest-
ed in Sandra Dee but in Ava Gardner 
(The Night of the Iguana). In music, 
my heart went to Peggy Lee, not 
Brenda Lee, to Juliet Greco and Julie 
London, all women well older than I: 
experienced, a bit cynical but ever 

hopeful and smoky of voice. I was at-
tracted to their stillness and magnet-
ism in a frankly visceral way. At the 
time, such a pairing was considered 
unusual, even aberrant. There was 
poor bumbling Benjamin Braddock 
(Dustin Hoffman) prey to Mrs. 
Robinson (Anne Bancroft) in the 
1967 movie The Graduate, and even 

as late as 1978, the Canadian movie 
In Praise of Older Women became a 
cause célèbre, complete with threats 
from the morality squad, for its por-
trayal of a woman in her 40s having 
a relationship with a boy in his 20s.

 Compare that with trends to-
day. Samantha Taylor-Wood, 48, 
the director of Fifty Shades of Grey, 
is married to a 24-year-old man; 
Joan Collins, 81, has a husband 32 
years younger than herself; and 

the Duchess of Alba, who died re-
cently at 88, married a 60-year-old 
Spanish civil servant when she was 
85, a man who renounced all claims 
to her wealth and was left nothing at 
her death. Add to this the number 
of 50-plus actresses (Meryl Streep, 
Dianne Keaton and Julianne Moore 
come to mind) winning awards to-

day for romantic roles or the 
recent signings of Charlotte 
Rampling (69), Joni Mitchell 
(71) and Joan Didion (80) 
as the new “faces” of the 
luxury labels Céline, Yves 
St. Laurent and NARS re-
spectively – and you’d think 
that this Second “War” of 
Liberation is being won. 
But when two older singers, 
Madonna and Annie Lennox, 
headlined at this year’s 
Grammy Awards, Lennox, 
who dressed modestly and 
performed like a serious 
artist, was lionized, while 
Madonna, who dressed like 
she was trying too hard, was 
ridiculed. Apparently, there 
is still progress to be made.  

when i first started writ-
ing The Zoomer Philosophy, 
I mapped out and fully in-

tended to stop after 10 chapters. This 
one marks our 50th, a number that 
resonates. Fifty is recognized as an 
iconic moment of passage in popu-
lar culture, and nothing could mark 
that rite of passage better than hon-
ouring the mature women who have 
for so long been denied the freedom 
to take and keep taking whatever 
passion and pleasure they can from 
life. And my right to admire them as 
they do. 

 Coming next issue: The righT To live, The righT To die: Two sides of The same coin?
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“Arthritis Pain Formula Anacin,  
Poli-grip, and a home pregnancy test.” 
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 T HE BIZARRE and 
contradictory atti-
tude society has to-
ward the value of 
older lives was fully on 
display at three events 

that occurred over the past year. The 
	 rst took place late last August when 
the comedian Joan Rivers, 81, died in 
a New York City clinic while under-
going a routine endoscopy to treat 
voice hoarseness. Lost in the outpour-
ing of condolences that ensued was 
the strong possibility that her death 
was the entirely unnecessary result 
of medical error of physician inatten-
tion during the procedure. A subse-
quent investigation by the federal 
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid 
Services found the attending doctors 
“failed to notice her deteriorating 
vital signs for at least 15 minutes be-
fore she went into cardiac arrest,” and 
that one of them had taken cellphone 
pictures of Rivers while she lay anes-
thetized on the table. Despite that, 
reading the papers and the Internet, 
I was 	 rst surprised and then amazed 
by the fact that not many seemed to 
be pointing out that a tragedy had oc-
curred, the cutting short in full � ood 
of the vibrant career of an active art-
ist who was as creatively busy as she’d 
ever been (she’d performed onstage 
the night before the procedure). Had 
Rivers been 41 instead of 81, the story 
would have been the Scandal of her 
medical treatment; but her age turned 
what should have been outrage into 
an occasion for in memoriam. “Well, 
at least she lived a full life,” I heard 

more than one person say. Which, of 
course, was nonsense; her death was 
still every bit as scandalous, but being 
81 had somehow devalued her life.1  

The second event took place just 
this past January, when Islamist 
terrorists attacked the offices of 
the Paris-based satirical magazine, 
Charlie Hebdo, which had published 
cartoons of the prophet Muhammad. 
They murdered 12 people, principal-
ly cartoonists and columnists. What 
struck me when I read the reports 
were their ages. Outside of the editor, 
Stéphane Charbonnier, 47, their aver-
age age was 71. When I mentioned 
this to other people, they were at 	 rst 
surprised that a bunch of old guys (the 
oldest 86) could have been su�  cient-
ly current and signi	 cant enough to 
be targeted by the most evil force on 
earth today; and then, philosophic-
ally, they would all add versions of  
“Well, at least they had a good run.” 
Again, it seemed, the older you got, 
the less anguish you were worth.

The 	 nal event, the one that brings 
the double standard into full view, is 
the most recent: the landmark unani-
mous decision issued by the Supreme 
Court of Canada in February, which 
upheld a ruling by the B.C. Supreme 
Court in a case involving an 89-year-
old woman named Kathleen Carter 
and overturned the previous total ban 
on doctor-assisted suicide in Canada. 
The decision – which I personally 
consider a long-overdue triumph – 
provoked an immediate � ood of pro-
test from predictable constituencies, 
who were suddenly hyper-concerned 
about elderly people being tricked 
or pressured into ending their now 
suddenly precious lives. Society, it 
would seem, undervalues our lives 
when Oldies meet untimely deaths 

and overvalues them when the Oldies 
themselves seek timelier, more merci-
ful deaths of their own choosing.

The Supreme Court has given the 
federal government a year to draft 
an assisted suicide law that’s consist-
ent with the new ruling. The govern-
ment has a number of alternatives. 
It can write a law that’s consistent 
with the spirit of the court’s decision 
and which bene	 ts from the real ex-
perience of jurisdictions around the 
world where assisted suicide is al-
ready practised. It can write no law at 
all so that the onus devolves onto the 
provinces, where the constitutional 
responsibility for health lies, some-
what like Quebec, with no clear fed-
eral stance, somewhat like abortion. 
Or it can write a law that’s so hedged 
and controlling, it frustrates the aim 
of the decision itself.

Currently, physician-assisted sui-
cide is legal in the Netherlands, 
Belgium, Luxembourg, Switzerland, 
Germany, Albania, Colombia, Ja-
pan and in the American states of 
Montana, New Mexico, Washington, 
Oregon and Vermont.  There are 
regional variations in the laws – con-
cerning, for example, who can re-
quest the service, under what cir-
cumstances it can be performed and 
whether the patient must physically 
participate – and in the actual experi-
ence and results of these di§ erent ap-
proaches. We can go to them and 	 nd 
out if the “Slippery Slope” actually 
exists and whether vulnerable popu-
lations like the handicapped and the 
elderly have indeed been victimized.  

All indications are that they have 
not. The Supreme Court itself relied 
heavily on the 	 ndings of trial judge 
Lynn Smith, who conducted a series 
of painstaking hearings on legal de-
velopments in other jurisdictions that 
had accepted and enacted assisted 
suicide in the years since the famous 

Sue Rodriguez case in Canada. The 
court found that the “systems worked 
to protect vulnerable people from un-
wanted death.” Controversial cases in 
these jurisdictions have been few and 
far between, and all of these have in-
volved situations that fall outside the 
speci	 cs of our Supreme Court’s rec-
ommendations, which are restrict-
ed to terminal physical conditions 
involving extreme suffering.2 As I 
wrote this column, VisionTV’s show, 
theZoomer, hosted an internation-
al panel of Aid in Dying experts and 
practitioners who were speci	 cally 
asked about the “Slippery Slope” in 
their respective jurisdictions. One 
of the panellists was Oregon’s Peter 
Reagan, a retired doctor and medic-
al co-director of the advocacy group 
Compassion and Choices, who wrote 
the first prescription for assisted 
death used in Oregon. “I don’t think 
there is much evidence that there is 
a slippery slope,” Reagan wrote in 
an email after the panel discussion. 
“What is missing in your debate here 
in Canada is that it is all hypothetical 
… Real life is much more reassuring 
because people are practical. What 
if the ‘slope’ in question actually tilts 
the other way? It is a funny metaphor.”

Gert Huysmans, a Belgian GP and 
president of the Belgian palliative 
care federation who regularly per-
forms euthanasia (the term used in 
Belgium), added:  “In my experience, 
every physician who deals with eutha-
nasia (and every team, e.g., nurses) 
are aware that euthanasia is a ser-
ious decision … there is no ‘right’ to 
euthanasia, there is a ‘right’ to per-
form euthanasia under certain con-
ditions, and external pressure is not 

accepted. This is a strong safeguard 
for vulnerable groups, and I think up 
till now this works well.”

And this from Gerrit Kimsma, a 
family doctor in the Netherlands, 
who sat on that country’s euthanasia 
review board for 12 years and actual-
ly testi	 ed before Canada’s Supreme 
Court:  “… you must realize that we 
are talking about less than three 
per cent of all deaths in our country, 
where people consciously choose for 
a death of their choice in a position 
of unbearable su§ ering without any 
prospect for recovery. I shall be happy 
to provide you with more information 
but I cannot provide information of 
what is not happening.” [My italics.]

Clearly, the “Slippery Slope” is a 
sorry excuse of an argument. In fact, 

as Peter Reagan suggested, the op-
posite may be the case: permitting as-
sisted suicide may make the slope less 
slippery. In previous chapters, we’ve 
already provided evidence that hav-
ing the opportunity to resort to as-
sisted and therefore assured painless 
termination calms people and results 
in only a tiny percentage of potential 
candidates actually carrying out the 
ultimate decision. Absent the hope of 
a merciful ending, you get cases like 
the elderly Toronto Jewish couple, 
both survivors of the Nazis in Croatia 
and both ill and in chronic pain, with-
out family and without any other hu-
mane recourse, who jumped to their 
deaths o§  their 18th-� oor apartment 
balcony in 2013. According to a neigh-
bour who spoke to a reporter after the 
double suicide, “They were tired of all 
the pain.”

Equally unconvincing to me is 
the contention that, because of the 

slim chance of malfeasance in pro-
viding aid, we should be comfort-
able with sentencing thousands of 
people to a prolonged and miserable 
death. There isn’t a law in the world 
that doesn’t give rise to some sort of 
unforeseen consequence, but that 
doesn’t mean we overturn the entire 
law because of this small possibil-
ity.  If someone commits suicide by 
hanging himself with his belt, you 
don’t outlaw the selling of belts. And 
if there are truly bad people out there 
willing to kill for an inheritance, 
staging an assisted suicide is an ex-
tremely clumsy way of doing it. To be 
completely unsubtle, there are more 
subtle ways to bump o§  Grandma.

For me, ultimately, it’s a question 
of autonomy. Precisely because we 
come into the world having no say in 
the matter, having given no permis-
sion, the result of a parental spasm, 
often accidental, we should have the 
absolute, autonomous right to decide 
when and how we die. Whose body, 
whose life is it anyway? The notion 
that we should su§ er in death as, say, 
women su§ er in childbirth in retri-
bution for some kind of “original” 
sin provokes in me a deeply negative 
response. I consider it o§ ensive that 
someone else’s convictions, often re-
ligious, should be able to force some-
one else to undergo an ordeal they 
don’t have to. When Joan Rivers and 
the veteran journalists at Charlie 
Hebdo had their Right to Life abrupt-
ly snatched away, it was plain wrong; 
and it would be equally wrong for our 
Right to Die, in our own time and 
in our chosen way, to be taken away 
from us. “An individual’s response 
to a grievous and irremediable med-
ical condition is a matter critical to 
their dignity and autonomy,” says the 
Supreme Court judgment.  “The right 
to life is not the same as a duty to live.” 

I couldn’t agree more. 

Chapter 51
The Right to Live, 
The Right to Die 

I Am Charlie, I Am Joan, 
I Am Kathleen, Too

By Moses Znaimer 

 COMING NEXT ISSUE: ZOOMER TECH AND THE NEW OUTER LIMITS

1IN JANUARY, RIVERS’ DAUGHTER, MELISSA, FILED 
A LAWSUIT AGAINST THE CLINIC AND SEVERAL 
PHYSICIANS FOR MEDICAL MISMANAGEMENT AND 
INCOMPETENCY.

2THESE INCLUDE THE 2013 ASSISTED SUICIDE OF 
TWIN DEAF 45-YEAR-OLD BELGIAN BROTHERS WHO 
DISCOVERED THEY WERE GOING BLIND; AND CHILD 
EUTHANASIA LAWS IN HOLLAND AND BELGIUM. THE 
LATTER ALLOW FOR CHILDREN (OR THEIR PARENTS, 
IF THE CHILDREN ARE VERY YOUNG) WHO ARE 
SUFFERING TERMINAL, EXCRUCIATING ILLNESSES 
TO ASK TO BE PUT OUT OF THEIR MISERY. 

Ultimately, it’s a 
question of autonomy
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 T HE BIZARRE and 
contradictory atti-
tude society has to-
ward the value of 
older lives was fully on 
display at three events 

that occurred over the past year. The 
	 rst took place late last August when 
the comedian Joan Rivers, 81, died in 
a New York City clinic while under-
going a routine endoscopy to treat 
voice hoarseness. Lost in the outpour-
ing of condolences that ensued was 
the strong possibility that her death 
was the entirely unnecessary result 
of medical error of physician inatten-
tion during the procedure. A subse-
quent investigation by the federal 
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid 
Services found the attending doctors 
“failed to notice her deteriorating 
vital signs for at least 15 minutes be-
fore she went into cardiac arrest,” and 
that one of them had taken cellphone 
pictures of Rivers while she lay anes-
thetized on the table. Despite that, 
reading the papers and the Internet, 
I was 	 rst surprised and then amazed 
by the fact that not many seemed to 
be pointing out that a tragedy had oc-
curred, the cutting short in full � ood 
of the vibrant career of an active art-
ist who was as creatively busy as she’d 
ever been (she’d performed onstage 
the night before the procedure). Had 
Rivers been 41 instead of 81, the story 
would have been the Scandal of her 
medical treatment; but her age turned 
what should have been outrage into 
an occasion for in memoriam. “Well, 
at least she lived a full life,” I heard 

more than one person say. Which, of 
course, was nonsense; her death was 
still every bit as scandalous, but being 
81 had somehow devalued her life.1  

The second event took place just 
this past January, when Islamist 
terrorists attacked the offices of 
the Paris-based satirical magazine, 
Charlie Hebdo, which had published 
cartoons of the prophet Muhammad. 
They murdered 12 people, principal-
ly cartoonists and columnists. What 
struck me when I read the reports 
were their ages. Outside of the editor, 
Stéphane Charbonnier, 47, their aver-
age age was 71. When I mentioned 
this to other people, they were at 	 rst 
surprised that a bunch of old guys (the 
oldest 86) could have been su�  cient-
ly current and signi	 cant enough to 
be targeted by the most evil force on 
earth today; and then, philosophic-
ally, they would all add versions of  
“Well, at least they had a good run.” 
Again, it seemed, the older you got, 
the less anguish you were worth.

The 	 nal event, the one that brings 
the double standard into full view, is 
the most recent: the landmark unani-
mous decision issued by the Supreme 
Court of Canada in February, which 
upheld a ruling by the B.C. Supreme 
Court in a case involving an 89-year-
old woman named Kathleen Carter 
and overturned the previous total ban 
on doctor-assisted suicide in Canada. 
The decision – which I personally 
consider a long-overdue triumph – 
provoked an immediate � ood of pro-
test from predictable constituencies, 
who were suddenly hyper-concerned 
about elderly people being tricked 
or pressured into ending their now 
suddenly precious lives. Society, it 
would seem, undervalues our lives 
when Oldies meet untimely deaths 

and overvalues them when the Oldies 
themselves seek timelier, more merci-
ful deaths of their own choosing.

The Supreme Court has given the 
federal government a year to draft 
an assisted suicide law that’s consist-
ent with the new ruling. The govern-
ment has a number of alternatives. 
It can write a law that’s consistent 
with the spirit of the court’s decision 
and which bene	 ts from the real ex-
perience of jurisdictions around the 
world where assisted suicide is al-
ready practised. It can write no law at 
all so that the onus devolves onto the 
provinces, where the constitutional 
responsibility for health lies, some-
what like Quebec, with no clear fed-
eral stance, somewhat like abortion. 
Or it can write a law that’s so hedged 
and controlling, it frustrates the aim 
of the decision itself.

Currently, physician-assisted sui-
cide is legal in the Netherlands, 
Belgium, Luxembourg, Switzerland, 
Germany, Albania, Colombia, Ja-
pan and in the American states of 
Montana, New Mexico, Washington, 
Oregon and Vermont.  There are 
regional variations in the laws – con-
cerning, for example, who can re-
quest the service, under what cir-
cumstances it can be performed and 
whether the patient must physically 
participate – and in the actual experi-
ence and results of these di§ erent ap-
proaches. We can go to them and 	 nd 
out if the “Slippery Slope” actually 
exists and whether vulnerable popu-
lations like the handicapped and the 
elderly have indeed been victimized.  

All indications are that they have 
not. The Supreme Court itself relied 
heavily on the 	 ndings of trial judge 
Lynn Smith, who conducted a series 
of painstaking hearings on legal de-
velopments in other jurisdictions that 
had accepted and enacted assisted 
suicide in the years since the famous 

Sue Rodriguez case in Canada. The 
court found that the “systems worked 
to protect vulnerable people from un-
wanted death.” Controversial cases in 
these jurisdictions have been few and 
far between, and all of these have in-
volved situations that fall outside the 
speci	 cs of our Supreme Court’s rec-
ommendations, which are restrict-
ed to terminal physical conditions 
involving extreme suffering.2 As I 
wrote this column, VisionTV’s show, 
theZoomer, hosted an internation-
al panel of Aid in Dying experts and 
practitioners who were speci	 cally 
asked about the “Slippery Slope” in 
their respective jurisdictions. One 
of the panellists was Oregon’s Peter 
Reagan, a retired doctor and medic-
al co-director of the advocacy group 
Compassion and Choices, who wrote 
the first prescription for assisted 
death used in Oregon. “I don’t think 
there is much evidence that there is 
a slippery slope,” Reagan wrote in 
an email after the panel discussion. 
“What is missing in your debate here 
in Canada is that it is all hypothetical 
… Real life is much more reassuring 
because people are practical. What 
if the ‘slope’ in question actually tilts 
the other way? It is a funny metaphor.”

Gert Huysmans, a Belgian GP and 
president of the Belgian palliative 
care federation who regularly per-
forms euthanasia (the term used in 
Belgium), added:  “In my experience, 
every physician who deals with eutha-
nasia (and every team, e.g., nurses) 
are aware that euthanasia is a ser-
ious decision … there is no ‘right’ to 
euthanasia, there is a ‘right’ to per-
form euthanasia under certain con-
ditions, and external pressure is not 

accepted. This is a strong safeguard 
for vulnerable groups, and I think up 
till now this works well.”

And this from Gerrit Kimsma, a 
family doctor in the Netherlands, 
who sat on that country’s euthanasia 
review board for 12 years and actual-
ly testi	 ed before Canada’s Supreme 
Court:  “… you must realize that we 
are talking about less than three 
per cent of all deaths in our country, 
where people consciously choose for 
a death of their choice in a position 
of unbearable su§ ering without any 
prospect for recovery. I shall be happy 
to provide you with more information 
but I cannot provide information of 
what is not happening.” [My italics.]

Clearly, the “Slippery Slope” is a 
sorry excuse of an argument. In fact, 

as Peter Reagan suggested, the op-
posite may be the case: permitting as-
sisted suicide may make the slope less 
slippery. In previous chapters, we’ve 
already provided evidence that hav-
ing the opportunity to resort to as-
sisted and therefore assured painless 
termination calms people and results 
in only a tiny percentage of potential 
candidates actually carrying out the 
ultimate decision. Absent the hope of 
a merciful ending, you get cases like 
the elderly Toronto Jewish couple, 
both survivors of the Nazis in Croatia 
and both ill and in chronic pain, with-
out family and without any other hu-
mane recourse, who jumped to their 
deaths o§  their 18th-� oor apartment 
balcony in 2013. According to a neigh-
bour who spoke to a reporter after the 
double suicide, “They were tired of all 
the pain.”

Equally unconvincing to me is 
the contention that, because of the 

slim chance of malfeasance in pro-
viding aid, we should be comfort-
able with sentencing thousands of 
people to a prolonged and miserable 
death. There isn’t a law in the world 
that doesn’t give rise to some sort of 
unforeseen consequence, but that 
doesn’t mean we overturn the entire 
law because of this small possibil-
ity.  If someone commits suicide by 
hanging himself with his belt, you 
don’t outlaw the selling of belts. And 
if there are truly bad people out there 
willing to kill for an inheritance, 
staging an assisted suicide is an ex-
tremely clumsy way of doing it. To be 
completely unsubtle, there are more 
subtle ways to bump o§  Grandma.

For me, ultimately, it’s a question 
of autonomy. Precisely because we 
come into the world having no say in 
the matter, having given no permis-
sion, the result of a parental spasm, 
often accidental, we should have the 
absolute, autonomous right to decide 
when and how we die. Whose body, 
whose life is it anyway? The notion 
that we should su§ er in death as, say, 
women su§ er in childbirth in retri-
bution for some kind of “original” 
sin provokes in me a deeply negative 
response. I consider it o§ ensive that 
someone else’s convictions, often re-
ligious, should be able to force some-
one else to undergo an ordeal they 
don’t have to. When Joan Rivers and 
the veteran journalists at Charlie 
Hebdo had their Right to Life abrupt-
ly snatched away, it was plain wrong; 
and it would be equally wrong for our 
Right to Die, in our own time and 
in our chosen way, to be taken away 
from us. “An individual’s response 
to a grievous and irremediable med-
ical condition is a matter critical to 
their dignity and autonomy,” says the 
Supreme Court judgment.  “The right 
to life is not the same as a duty to live.” 

I couldn’t agree more. 

Chapter 51
The Right to Live, 
The Right to Die 

I Am Charlie, I Am Joan, 
I Am Kathleen, Too

By Moses Znaimer 

 COMING NEXT ISSUE: ZOOMER TECH AND THE NEW OUTER LIMITS

1IN JANUARY, RIVERS’ DAUGHTER, MELISSA, FILED 
A LAWSUIT AGAINST THE CLINIC AND SEVERAL 
PHYSICIANS FOR MEDICAL MISMANAGEMENT AND 
INCOMPETENCY.

2THESE INCLUDE THE 2013 ASSISTED SUICIDE OF 
TWIN DEAF 45-YEAR-OLD BELGIAN BROTHERS WHO 
DISCOVERED THEY WERE GOING BLIND; AND CHILD 
EUTHANASIA LAWS IN HOLLAND AND BELGIUM. THE 
LATTER ALLOW FOR CHILDREN (OR THEIR PARENTS, 
IF THE CHILDREN ARE VERY YOUNG) WHO ARE 
SUFFERING TERMINAL, EXCRUCIATING ILLNESSES 
TO ASK TO BE PUT OUT OF THEIR MISERY. 

Ultimately, it’s a 
question of autonomy
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IF YOU FLIP THIS issue of 
Zoomer magazine to the 
“Prophet of Zoom” cartoon 
on the last page, you’ll see 
that this time the Prophet 
delivers his monthly obser-

vation – about Zoomers, Technology 
and Long Life – from Space. The in-
spiration for this comes from a sci-
�  story I once read about a group of 
aging trillionaires who, in response 
to a scienti� c discovery that living 
in low gravity increases longevity1, 
underwrite the building of a kind 
of  oating Las Vegas space station, 
which they have launched into a low-
gravity orbit around the Earth with 
themselves and their helpers as its 
exclusive passengers. They have 
everything they need with them: 
food,  ora, fauna, the world’s librar-
ies and cultural treasures, and pleas-
ure facilities and companions as well. 
The catch is they can never go back 
down to Earth. If they do, the weight 
of gravity will crush and kill them, 
making longevity moot. 

That story, though fascinating, was 
pretty bleak. But things here today 
are more upbeat. If I read the Prophet 
correctly (and I have a bit of an in), 
what he is suggesting is that in the 
21st century, we’re already living on 
a kind of technologically booming 
spaceship Earth, with innovations 
and products that promise to both 

extend our lifespans and increase our 
quality of life; and not just for trillion-
aires but for all of us (if we’re lucky 
enough to live in a country like ours). 
Not only that, a good percentage of 
these technological advances, whose 
bene� ts will inevitably be enjoyed by 
the younger world, wouldn’t exist if 
we didn’t exist, because we’re the in-
tended end-users. 

One of the by-products of any ma-
jor war is scienti� c and technologic-
al innovation, particularly in the 
areas of medicine and communica-
tions. Wars create increased need 
for the treatment of increased in-
jury and illness, as well as a need for 
people to contact each other under 
di�  cult circumstances. The Second 
World War, for instance, saw the de-
velopment and refinement of the 
� rst broad-spectrum sulfa drugs and 
antibiotics, as well as skin grafts, 
blood transfusions and mass vaccin-
ations (of the 17,000 Allied soldiers 
wounded at Dunkirk, not a single 
one who was immunized beforehand 
developed tetanus).  

The struggle with aging is a ma-
jor war itself (I can see many of you 
nodding), and it has had its own 
technological fallout. Speci� cally, 
the past 50 years have seen the de-
velopment of arti� cial replacement 
parts for the human body that can 
rival the Six Million Dollar Man2 in 
scope and performance.  

A while ago, in Zoomer magazine, 
Jay Teitel wrote a three-part article 
about the new Cyborg Nation, in 
which he estimated that there are, 
today, more than 300 million people 
worldwide (a “nation” roughly the 
population of the United States) 
whose bodies contain significant 
arti� cial replacement parts.   These 
include artificial joints – knees, 

hips, shoulders and ankles – as well 
as pacemakers, heart valves, arti� -
cial atria, arterial stents, and hear-
ing and dental implants.  

Not only are their numbers in-
creasing exponentially, so is the dur-
ability and lifespan of the devices 
(the latest arti� cial hips can last up 
to 25 years). And these devices do a 
lot more than just trigger the alarms 
at airport security scans; they im-
prove the quality of life for the newly 
bionic and, in the process, may in-
crease their lifespans as well.  

After Teitel underwent his � rst hip 
replacement at the age of 54, he had 
his second at the age of 64. “If I had 
been 64 in 1950 or even 1960,” he now 
says, “I’d be walking with two canes 
or rolling around in a wheelchair and 
in constant pain. Today, I play hock-
ey three times a week pain-free.” A 
64-year-old who can exercise regu-
larly also stands a greater chance of 
living longer than one who can’t. For 
my part, my limbs and joints are still 
my own, but my health has been im-
proved radically by the miracle of 
the modern dental implant. Were the 
year 1950, not 2015, it’s probable that 
I’d be experiencing pain, eating mush 
and shrinking because of decreased 
nutrition. (And a slowly collapsing 
face probably wouldn’t do much for 
my love life either.)

It’s not just tomorrow’s medical 
innovations that are linked to our 
demographic; it’s also the popular 
digital technologies of today. For ex-
ample, up until 2008, the primary 
business of the small Swedish com-
munications company Doro was sell-
ing desktop and home telephones. At 
that point, the company underwent 
a profound change and shifted focus 
exclusively to “the design, develop-
ment, marketing and sales of tele-
communications products that are 
customized to � t the needs of senior 

citizens.” Their � rst product, a sim-
ply formatted mobile  ip phone with 
large buttons and a one-button emer-
gency call feature, was an immediate 
hit, not just in Sweden but overseas as 
well, especially here in Canada.   

But it’s their older-directed soft-
ware that makes using PCs, laptops, 
tablets and smartphones easier for 
an aging population that strikes me 
as most novel. The interface also ac-
commodates what I think will be-
come a new category and function 
of technology; namely, telecare and 
medical dosage and adherence 
trackers that let outside care-
givers and family members mon-
itor the well-being and medica-
tion use of aging loved ones. Other 
companies are getting on the 
bandwagon, providing a range of 
products to help older adults stay 
in their homes; everything from 
an “adaptive spoon” for people 
with Parkinson tremors to “smart 
clothing” that can transmit a 
wearer’s breathing, heart-rate and 
skin temperature to, eventually, 
actual robot companions, in the 
not-so-fantastic fantasy vein of 
the 2012 movie Robot and Frank.     

When it comes to highlighting 
the unusual relationship between 
our demographic and technology, 
though, nothing is as revealing as the 
eReader.  Coincidentally, I purchased 
one of the � rst eReaders in the late 
1990s. But it was clumsy compared 
to today’s versions, and my fondness 
for writing notes in the margins of 
whatever I was reading prompted 
me to put it away and forget about 
it. But then this past February, a col-
league came back from a trip to a re-
sort in Mexico and told me about a 
surprising thing he’d seen there. For 
every guest over 50 who he saw read-
ing a paper book, he said he’d seen 
nine using an eReader or a tablet.   

For people under 30, however, the 
numbers were reversed. Mostly, they 
looked at their phones, but if they did 
read a book, it was invariably an old-
fashioned “real” book, not an e-Book.

Intrigued, I contacted Michael 
Tamblyn, president and chief con-
tent officer of Kobo, the Toronto-
based eReader company. He corrob-
orated my colleague’s observations. 
“Almost 50 per cent of Kobo eRead-
er users are 55 and over, and 20 per 
cent of our users are 65 and over. You 
have to remember our market fol-

lows reading demographics, rather 
than technology demographics.  In a 
book store the median age is 45 to 55.  
We see similar patterns in eReader 
use”. Other reasons Tamblyn gives for 
eReader popularity among Zoomers 
include the ability to enlarge font 
size for older eyes; the light weight 
of the device compared to a trad-
itional book, especially a thick one, 
important for anyone with arthritis; 
the convenience of taking one small 
 at screen as opposed to half a doz-
en hardcover doorstoppers, import-
ant because older people take more 
vacations; and the convenience of 

being able to order books from your 
home, and get instant delivery, im-
portant for customers with limited 
mobility. “Included in that 65 plus 
bracket are a lot of people in their 
70s and 80s. And what we’re espe-
cially happy about is the number of 
people who have been able to come 
back to reading through eReading, 
because maybe large-type books 
couldn’t make type large enough, or 
they couldn’t get enough selection in 
traditional large-print books.”          

So here’s the scoop: eReaders 
weren’t designed for young people, 
and intended to trickle “up” to us.  
They were designed for us, and in-
tended to trickle down to 17-year-
olds. And its not just eReaders.  
One recent winner of the Tour de 
France spent his down time dur-
ing that cycling marathon check-
ing out various arti� cial hips on-
line, trying to decide which one 
he wanted to replace his ailing 
right joint when the event was 
over. He was 31. The Prophet of 
Zoom would not be surprised. 
Eventually, everyone, he would tell 
you, regardless of age, gets a ticket 
on 21st-century spaceship Earth.  
But, as Zoomers, it turns out we 
have a unique e© ect on the gizmos 

and gadgets that improve life on the 
space-ship: almost without excep-
tion every innovation that’s specif-
ically designed with us in mind ends 
up being of bene� t to all ages. This 
may be because, as older people, 
we’re naturally adept at linking the 
past to the future, and vice versa.  Or, 
since we’ve seen so much, because 
our overview will always be broader 
and more encompassing. Either way, 
I’m sure the Prophet would put us on 
the bridge of the ship, maybe in 
Captain Kirk’s seat. Who else is more 
qualified to steer into the future, 
than the people closest to it? 

Chapter 52
The Z Future 
Tech and the new 

outer limits
By Moses Znaimer 
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THE ZOOMER      PHILOSOPHY

IF YOU FLIP THIS issue of 
Zoomer magazine to the 
“Prophet of Zoom” cartoon 
on the last page, you’ll see 
that this time the Prophet 
delivers his monthly obser-

vation – about Zoomers, Technology 
and Long Life – from Space. The in-
spiration for this comes from a sci-
�  story I once read about a group of 
aging trillionaires who, in response 
to a scienti� c discovery that living 
in low gravity increases longevity1, 
underwrite the building of a kind 
of  oating Las Vegas space station, 
which they have launched into a low-
gravity orbit around the Earth with 
themselves and their helpers as its 
exclusive passengers. They have 
everything they need with them: 
food,  ora, fauna, the world’s librar-
ies and cultural treasures, and pleas-
ure facilities and companions as well. 
The catch is they can never go back 
down to Earth. If they do, the weight 
of gravity will crush and kill them, 
making longevity moot. 

That story, though fascinating, was 
pretty bleak. But things here today 
are more upbeat. If I read the Prophet 
correctly (and I have a bit of an in), 
what he is suggesting is that in the 
21st century, we’re already living on 
a kind of technologically booming 
spaceship Earth, with innovations 
and products that promise to both 

extend our lifespans and increase our 
quality of life; and not just for trillion-
aires but for all of us (if we’re lucky 
enough to live in a country like ours). 
Not only that, a good percentage of 
these technological advances, whose 
bene� ts will inevitably be enjoyed by 
the younger world, wouldn’t exist if 
we didn’t exist, because we’re the in-
tended end-users. 

One of the by-products of any ma-
jor war is scienti� c and technologic-
al innovation, particularly in the 
areas of medicine and communica-
tions. Wars create increased need 
for the treatment of increased in-
jury and illness, as well as a need for 
people to contact each other under 
di�  cult circumstances. The Second 
World War, for instance, saw the de-
velopment and refinement of the 
� rst broad-spectrum sulfa drugs and 
antibiotics, as well as skin grafts, 
blood transfusions and mass vaccin-
ations (of the 17,000 Allied soldiers 
wounded at Dunkirk, not a single 
one who was immunized beforehand 
developed tetanus).  

The struggle with aging is a ma-
jor war itself (I can see many of you 
nodding), and it has had its own 
technological fallout. Speci� cally, 
the past 50 years have seen the de-
velopment of arti� cial replacement 
parts for the human body that can 
rival the Six Million Dollar Man2 in 
scope and performance.  

A while ago, in Zoomer magazine, 
Jay Teitel wrote a three-part article 
about the new Cyborg Nation, in 
which he estimated that there are, 
today, more than 300 million people 
worldwide (a “nation” roughly the 
population of the United States) 
whose bodies contain significant 
arti� cial replacement parts.   These 
include artificial joints – knees, 

hips, shoulders and ankles – as well 
as pacemakers, heart valves, arti� -
cial atria, arterial stents, and hear-
ing and dental implants.  

Not only are their numbers in-
creasing exponentially, so is the dur-
ability and lifespan of the devices 
(the latest arti� cial hips can last up 
to 25 years). And these devices do a 
lot more than just trigger the alarms 
at airport security scans; they im-
prove the quality of life for the newly 
bionic and, in the process, may in-
crease their lifespans as well.  

After Teitel underwent his � rst hip 
replacement at the age of 54, he had 
his second at the age of 64. “If I had 
been 64 in 1950 or even 1960,” he now 
says, “I’d be walking with two canes 
or rolling around in a wheelchair and 
in constant pain. Today, I play hock-
ey three times a week pain-free.” A 
64-year-old who can exercise regu-
larly also stands a greater chance of 
living longer than one who can’t. For 
my part, my limbs and joints are still 
my own, but my health has been im-
proved radically by the miracle of 
the modern dental implant. Were the 
year 1950, not 2015, it’s probable that 
I’d be experiencing pain, eating mush 
and shrinking because of decreased 
nutrition. (And a slowly collapsing 
face probably wouldn’t do much for 
my love life either.)

It’s not just tomorrow’s medical 
innovations that are linked to our 
demographic; it’s also the popular 
digital technologies of today. For ex-
ample, up until 2008, the primary 
business of the small Swedish com-
munications company Doro was sell-
ing desktop and home telephones. At 
that point, the company underwent 
a profound change and shifted focus 
exclusively to “the design, develop-
ment, marketing and sales of tele-
communications products that are 
customized to � t the needs of senior 

citizens.” Their � rst product, a sim-
ply formatted mobile  ip phone with 
large buttons and a one-button emer-
gency call feature, was an immediate 
hit, not just in Sweden but overseas as 
well, especially here in Canada.   

But it’s their older-directed soft-
ware that makes using PCs, laptops, 
tablets and smartphones easier for 
an aging population that strikes me 
as most novel. The interface also ac-
commodates what I think will be-
come a new category and function 
of technology; namely, telecare and 
medical dosage and adherence 
trackers that let outside care-
givers and family members mon-
itor the well-being and medica-
tion use of aging loved ones. Other 
companies are getting on the 
bandwagon, providing a range of 
products to help older adults stay 
in their homes; everything from 
an “adaptive spoon” for people 
with Parkinson tremors to “smart 
clothing” that can transmit a 
wearer’s breathing, heart-rate and 
skin temperature to, eventually, 
actual robot companions, in the 
not-so-fantastic fantasy vein of 
the 2012 movie Robot and Frank.     

When it comes to highlighting 
the unusual relationship between 
our demographic and technology, 
though, nothing is as revealing as the 
eReader.  Coincidentally, I purchased 
one of the � rst eReaders in the late 
1990s. But it was clumsy compared 
to today’s versions, and my fondness 
for writing notes in the margins of 
whatever I was reading prompted 
me to put it away and forget about 
it. But then this past February, a col-
league came back from a trip to a re-
sort in Mexico and told me about a 
surprising thing he’d seen there. For 
every guest over 50 who he saw read-
ing a paper book, he said he’d seen 
nine using an eReader or a tablet.   

For people under 30, however, the 
numbers were reversed. Mostly, they 
looked at their phones, but if they did 
read a book, it was invariably an old-
fashioned “real” book, not an e-Book.

Intrigued, I contacted Michael 
Tamblyn, president and chief con-
tent officer of Kobo, the Toronto-
based eReader company. He corrob-
orated my colleague’s observations. 
“Almost 50 per cent of Kobo eRead-
er users are 55 and over, and 20 per 
cent of our users are 65 and over. You 
have to remember our market fol-

lows reading demographics, rather 
than technology demographics.  In a 
book store the median age is 45 to 55.  
We see similar patterns in eReader 
use”. Other reasons Tamblyn gives for 
eReader popularity among Zoomers 
include the ability to enlarge font 
size for older eyes; the light weight 
of the device compared to a trad-
itional book, especially a thick one, 
important for anyone with arthritis; 
the convenience of taking one small 
 at screen as opposed to half a doz-
en hardcover doorstoppers, import-
ant because older people take more 
vacations; and the convenience of 

being able to order books from your 
home, and get instant delivery, im-
portant for customers with limited 
mobility. “Included in that 65 plus 
bracket are a lot of people in their 
70s and 80s. And what we’re espe-
cially happy about is the number of 
people who have been able to come 
back to reading through eReading, 
because maybe large-type books 
couldn’t make type large enough, or 
they couldn’t get enough selection in 
traditional large-print books.”          

So here’s the scoop: eReaders 
weren’t designed for young people, 
and intended to trickle “up” to us.  
They were designed for us, and in-
tended to trickle down to 17-year-
olds. And its not just eReaders.  
One recent winner of the Tour de 
France spent his down time dur-
ing that cycling marathon check-
ing out various arti� cial hips on-
line, trying to decide which one 
he wanted to replace his ailing 
right joint when the event was 
over. He was 31. The Prophet of 
Zoom would not be surprised. 
Eventually, everyone, he would tell 
you, regardless of age, gets a ticket 
on 21st-century spaceship Earth.  
But, as Zoomers, it turns out we 
have a unique e© ect on the gizmos 

and gadgets that improve life on the 
space-ship: almost without excep-
tion every innovation that’s specif-
ically designed with us in mind ends 
up being of bene� t to all ages. This 
may be because, as older people, 
we’re naturally adept at linking the 
past to the future, and vice versa.  Or, 
since we’ve seen so much, because 
our overview will always be broader 
and more encompassing. Either way, 
I’m sure the Prophet would put us on 
the bridge of the ship, maybe in 
Captain Kirk’s seat. Who else is more 
qualified to steer into the future, 
than the people closest to it? 

Chapter 52
The Z Future 
Tech and the new 

outer limits
By Moses Znaimer 
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SUGGEST THAT A SHORT EXPOSURE TO HIGH 
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LONG AS THEY ALSO REMAIN VIRGINS AND DON’T 
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THIS PAST APRIL, 
a movie called The 
Age of Adaline was 
released in the-
atres across North 
America.  The mov-

ie tells the story of Adaline Bowman, 
born in San Francisco in 1908, whose 
normal life – school, marriage, a child 
– changes dramatically after a car 
accident. Her car skids o�  the road 
into a creek, and she has essential-
ly drowned when a bolt of lightning 
hits the car, not only reviving her but 
conveniently rearranging her DNA 
so that at that instant, at the age of 
29, she ceases to age. Her persistent 
youthfulness isn’t a problem at � rst, 
but, as the years pass, her appearance 
arouses suspicion. Realizing that 
she’s about to be turned into a curios-
ity, she becomes an identity fugitive 
instead, changing her name, address 
and job frequently to conceal her se-
cret. She’s convinced that her unique-
ly extended life has robbed her of her 
most fervent dream: growing old 
together with someone she loves. 

If you take a look at most of the clas-
sic � ction that deals with people who 
don’t age and/or die, you’ll � nd the 
same dystopian undercurrent.   Either 
the protagonist has to make a pact 
with the devil to forestall aging (Faust, 
The Picture of Dorian Gray, Damn 
Yankees) or immortality is thrust on 
the hero as a kind of poisoned gift 
(The Flying Dutchman, The Age of 
Adaline). The answer these stories 
provide to the question “How old is old 
enough?” is obvious. Living beyond a 
“normal” lifespan is deemed some-

how unnatural and even immoral; and 
to court immortality is to court doom.  

As a long-time fan and student of 
radical life extension, I couldn’t dis-
agree more. For one thing, what’s 
“normal”? A few thousand years ago, 
it was “God’s will” that we should die 
in our 20s and 30s. A few hundred 
years ago, 40 became the new normal, 
and a hundred years ago, 50. In the 
immediate aftermath of the Second 
World War, it was 60 and, today, in 
Canada, it’s 80 to 85. And yet, when 
a 2013 poll done by the Pew Research 
Center asked 2,000 Americans if 

they would take anti-aging treat-
ments that would allow them to 
live to be 120, the majority (56 per 
cent) said NO. The age most people 
did say they’d like to live to was 90. 
They thought that was “old enough.” 
Puzzled by this reaction, I checked 
out some related data. Turns out that 
if you stipulate that the major pre-
dictable fears people have about get-
ting old don’t apply, the answer is 
very di� erent. What are those ma-
jor fears? Loss of mind, loss of func-
tion, loss of independence; running 
out of money, being in constant pain, 
loneliness. That is, if we could be sure 
that we’d be functional, compos men-
tis and mobile – not much worse, say, 
than I am today – then living to 120 or 

beyond is too fascinating a prospect 
not to consider. 

Meanwhile, what about that � gure 
120? Is that a practical average life-
span for us to be shooting for, say, by 
the year 2050? 

Living to 120 is not a new idea. It 
is the Jewish benediction for Good 
Health and Long Life (May you live 
to 120!). In Genesis 6:3, God de-
crees that the maximum human life-
span will be “an hundred and twenty 
years.” Discounting Methuselah (969 
years old) and Noah (950) as biblical 
poetic licence, it’s not unreasonable 
to assume that the writers of the Old 
Testament may have heard of some-
one who lived close to that age. More 
convincing are the predictions of sci-
entists involved today in the nascent 
longevity “industry.” Aubrey de Grey, 
a biomedical gerontologist, chief sci-
ence o¦  cer of the SENS Foundation 
(Strategies for Engineered Negligible 
Senescence), editor of Rejuvenation 
Research1 and twice a speaker at my 
ideacity conference, says that even 
without learning more about the 
causes of the “seven types of [mo-
lecular and cellular] damage” that 
contribute to human aging, science 
is probably within “a couple of dec-
ades of developing repair strategies 
for these categories of damage.” By 
2050, he predicts, the concept of life 
expectancy itself will have become 
meaningless because “people won’t 
be getting sicker and more prone to 
die as they get older any more … Most 
people alive at that time will be able to 
look forward to living far longer than 
anyone has lived so far.” According 
to de Grey, the recent emergence of a 
growing number of longevity-related 
companies (including Google’s entry 
into the � eld, Calico – California Life 
Company) shows how real are the 

prospects of dramatically increased 
lifespans by the mid-21st century.  
“The main thing about the private 
sector,” says de Grey, “is that people 
who want to make money tend to want 
to make it soon. Hence, they only get 
involved when at least some aspects 
of the work have gone far enough in 
terms of proof of concept that they 
can be taken all the way to the clinic 
within a few years.”

If Aubrey is right, though, and in-
creasing numbers of older people are 
likely soon to be living to a much great-
er age, isn’t that a doomsday scenario? 
Won’t the earth become overcrowded, 
and won’t we exhaust its resources? 
This is the charge I hear most often 
from naysayers when I promote the 
dream of longer life. Their argument 
is essentially the same as the one prof-
fered by population theorist Thomas 
Malthus (1776-1834). In An Essay on 
the Principle of Population (1799), 
Malthus argued that expanding fam-
ily size and world population growth 
was a geometric inevitability, which, 
when weighed against the arithmetic 
growth of jobs and money, could only 
be checked by famine and disease. 
But what Malthus didn’t know (and 
what we do now) is that as people be-
come smarter, healthier and better 
o� , they have fewer children. There is 
abundant evidence now that, as more 
women around the world become edu-
cated and liberated, and the poorest 
most repressed parts of the plan-
et gain access to distractions other 
than having sex and making babies, 
the population will level o�  at around 
10 or 11 billion.  There are also many 
indications the planet can feed this 
many people.2  

I know there are those who hold 

the view that increased longevity is 
primarily a moral issue, with a bur-
geoning older population depriving 
younger people of the scarce resour-
ces and employment that is their 
birthright. We’ve shown several times 
before in this space that no such old/
young plunder is taking place, but the 
strongest proof, again, are population 
trends. Stable populations require a 
replacement rate of 2.1 children per 
child-bearing woman; anything less 
results in a decline.  Today, more 
than half the world’s population live 
in countries with sub-2.1 replacement 

rates, with not all of these countries 
belonging to the industrialized world 
(Thailand’s fertility rate has fallen 
from seven in the 1970s to 1.6 today, 
roughly the same as Canada’s). The 
average fertility rate of the developing 
world has now dropped below three. 
In fact, many of the same experts who 
predict a peak of 10 billion people 
also anticipate that the population 
will drop below that before it stabiliz-
es again. In that case, nothing could 
be more bene� cial to future young 
people than a large older demograph-
ic who lives for a very long time. 

All right, some skeptics might say, 
so maybe all of those old people won’t 
sink civilization – but what will they 
contribute to humanity? I can think 

of several things – our experience, 
our role as living historians, our com-
passion – but our net utility is not the 
issue.  As long as we can stay vital and 
interested, the question “How old is 
old enough?” is ours alone to answer. 
Aubrey de Grey considers the ques-
tion “abominably ageist,” and I’m in-
clined to agree. I think instead of a 
runaway population spiral, we’re on 
the threshold of a period of natur-
al self-selection. In a decade or two, 
people for whom continued life is 
painful, physically or psychological-
ly,  will have the right to end their lives 
in a peaceful way (and today’s contro-
versy about assisted suicide will be 
ancient history). Whereas people who 
wish to live on will be able and entitled 
to keep going, not just because they’re 
functioning but because they want to; 
and the world will � nd its level, with-
out robbing us of our choice.

At the end of The Age of Adaline 
(spoiler alert!), Adaline, now 107, 
� nally lets herself fall in love and, in 
a panic, runs away again; but in the 
process, she ends up having precise-
ly the same kind of car accident she 
had 78 years earlier. Once again, her 
heart stops; this time, it’s restarted 
by the de� brillating paddles of an 
ambulance crew, which also restores 
her DNA to its former con� guration. 
A year later, now happily married 
and looking in the mirror, she � nds 
her � rst grey hair.  She has her wish; 
she’s � nally getting old. It’s meant 
to be a happy ending, but you’ll for-
give me if I don’t cheer. For me, the 
chance to live on means the chance to 
satisfy the most compelling curiosity 
any human can have: � nding out how 
things turn out. That curiosity is for 
me endless. So I’ll take a pass on The 
Age of Adaline and a chance on The 
Age of Moses. The one thing better 
than predicting the future is being 
there when it happens. 

Chapter 53
To Eternity or Beyond? 

120, 150, 1,000: 
How Old Is Old Enough? 

By Moses Znaimer 
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1THE WORLD’S ONLY PEER-REVIEWED JOURNAL 
FOCUSED ON INTERVENTION IN AGING

2VIRTUALLY EVERY SIGNIFICANT FAMINE IN THE 
WORLD UP TO NOW HAS BEEN A RESULT NOT OF 
LACK OF FOOD BUT PROBLEMS IN GETTING THE 
FOOD TO THE PEOPLE WHO NEED IT, USUALLY 
BECAUSE OF HUMAN CONFLICT.

“Are you sure you don’t want 
to add something about staying 

active in the senior years?” 

“My secret for long life? I’ve always 
drunk, smoked, made out with 

women ... and hated yogurt” 
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THIS PAST APRIL, 
a movie called The 
Age of Adaline was 
released in the-
atres across North 
America.  The mov-

ie tells the story of Adaline Bowman, 
born in San Francisco in 1908, whose 
normal life – school, marriage, a child 
– changes dramatically after a car 
accident. Her car skids o�  the road 
into a creek, and she has essential-
ly drowned when a bolt of lightning 
hits the car, not only reviving her but 
conveniently rearranging her DNA 
so that at that instant, at the age of 
29, she ceases to age. Her persistent 
youthfulness isn’t a problem at � rst, 
but, as the years pass, her appearance 
arouses suspicion. Realizing that 
she’s about to be turned into a curios-
ity, she becomes an identity fugitive 
instead, changing her name, address 
and job frequently to conceal her se-
cret. She’s convinced that her unique-
ly extended life has robbed her of her 
most fervent dream: growing old 
together with someone she loves. 

If you take a look at most of the clas-
sic � ction that deals with people who 
don’t age and/or die, you’ll � nd the 
same dystopian undercurrent.   Either 
the protagonist has to make a pact 
with the devil to forestall aging (Faust, 
The Picture of Dorian Gray, Damn 
Yankees) or immortality is thrust on 
the hero as a kind of poisoned gift 
(The Flying Dutchman, The Age of 
Adaline). The answer these stories 
provide to the question “How old is old 
enough?” is obvious. Living beyond a 
“normal” lifespan is deemed some-

how unnatural and even immoral; and 
to court immortality is to court doom.  

As a long-time fan and student of 
radical life extension, I couldn’t dis-
agree more. For one thing, what’s 
“normal”? A few thousand years ago, 
it was “God’s will” that we should die 
in our 20s and 30s. A few hundred 
years ago, 40 became the new normal, 
and a hundred years ago, 50. In the 
immediate aftermath of the Second 
World War, it was 60 and, today, in 
Canada, it’s 80 to 85. And yet, when 
a 2013 poll done by the Pew Research 
Center asked 2,000 Americans if 

they would take anti-aging treat-
ments that would allow them to 
live to be 120, the majority (56 per 
cent) said NO. The age most people 
did say they’d like to live to was 90. 
They thought that was “old enough.” 
Puzzled by this reaction, I checked 
out some related data. Turns out that 
if you stipulate that the major pre-
dictable fears people have about get-
ting old don’t apply, the answer is 
very di� erent. What are those ma-
jor fears? Loss of mind, loss of func-
tion, loss of independence; running 
out of money, being in constant pain, 
loneliness. That is, if we could be sure 
that we’d be functional, compos men-
tis and mobile – not much worse, say, 
than I am today – then living to 120 or 

beyond is too fascinating a prospect 
not to consider. 

Meanwhile, what about that � gure 
120? Is that a practical average life-
span for us to be shooting for, say, by 
the year 2050? 

Living to 120 is not a new idea. It 
is the Jewish benediction for Good 
Health and Long Life (May you live 
to 120!). In Genesis 6:3, God de-
crees that the maximum human life-
span will be “an hundred and twenty 
years.” Discounting Methuselah (969 
years old) and Noah (950) as biblical 
poetic licence, it’s not unreasonable 
to assume that the writers of the Old 
Testament may have heard of some-
one who lived close to that age. More 
convincing are the predictions of sci-
entists involved today in the nascent 
longevity “industry.” Aubrey de Grey, 
a biomedical gerontologist, chief sci-
ence o¦  cer of the SENS Foundation 
(Strategies for Engineered Negligible 
Senescence), editor of Rejuvenation 
Research1 and twice a speaker at my 
ideacity conference, says that even 
without learning more about the 
causes of the “seven types of [mo-
lecular and cellular] damage” that 
contribute to human aging, science 
is probably within “a couple of dec-
ades of developing repair strategies 
for these categories of damage.” By 
2050, he predicts, the concept of life 
expectancy itself will have become 
meaningless because “people won’t 
be getting sicker and more prone to 
die as they get older any more … Most 
people alive at that time will be able to 
look forward to living far longer than 
anyone has lived so far.” According 
to de Grey, the recent emergence of a 
growing number of longevity-related 
companies (including Google’s entry 
into the � eld, Calico – California Life 
Company) shows how real are the 

prospects of dramatically increased 
lifespans by the mid-21st century.  
“The main thing about the private 
sector,” says de Grey, “is that people 
who want to make money tend to want 
to make it soon. Hence, they only get 
involved when at least some aspects 
of the work have gone far enough in 
terms of proof of concept that they 
can be taken all the way to the clinic 
within a few years.”

If Aubrey is right, though, and in-
creasing numbers of older people are 
likely soon to be living to a much great-
er age, isn’t that a doomsday scenario? 
Won’t the earth become overcrowded, 
and won’t we exhaust its resources? 
This is the charge I hear most often 
from naysayers when I promote the 
dream of longer life. Their argument 
is essentially the same as the one prof-
fered by population theorist Thomas 
Malthus (1776-1834). In An Essay on 
the Principle of Population (1799), 
Malthus argued that expanding fam-
ily size and world population growth 
was a geometric inevitability, which, 
when weighed against the arithmetic 
growth of jobs and money, could only 
be checked by famine and disease. 
But what Malthus didn’t know (and 
what we do now) is that as people be-
come smarter, healthier and better 
o� , they have fewer children. There is 
abundant evidence now that, as more 
women around the world become edu-
cated and liberated, and the poorest 
most repressed parts of the plan-
et gain access to distractions other 
than having sex and making babies, 
the population will level o�  at around 
10 or 11 billion.  There are also many 
indications the planet can feed this 
many people.2  

I know there are those who hold 

the view that increased longevity is 
primarily a moral issue, with a bur-
geoning older population depriving 
younger people of the scarce resour-
ces and employment that is their 
birthright. We’ve shown several times 
before in this space that no such old/
young plunder is taking place, but the 
strongest proof, again, are population 
trends. Stable populations require a 
replacement rate of 2.1 children per 
child-bearing woman; anything less 
results in a decline.  Today, more 
than half the world’s population live 
in countries with sub-2.1 replacement 

rates, with not all of these countries 
belonging to the industrialized world 
(Thailand’s fertility rate has fallen 
from seven in the 1970s to 1.6 today, 
roughly the same as Canada’s). The 
average fertility rate of the developing 
world has now dropped below three. 
In fact, many of the same experts who 
predict a peak of 10 billion people 
also anticipate that the population 
will drop below that before it stabiliz-
es again. In that case, nothing could 
be more bene� cial to future young 
people than a large older demograph-
ic who lives for a very long time. 

All right, some skeptics might say, 
so maybe all of those old people won’t 
sink civilization – but what will they 
contribute to humanity? I can think 

of several things – our experience, 
our role as living historians, our com-
passion – but our net utility is not the 
issue.  As long as we can stay vital and 
interested, the question “How old is 
old enough?” is ours alone to answer. 
Aubrey de Grey considers the ques-
tion “abominably ageist,” and I’m in-
clined to agree. I think instead of a 
runaway population spiral, we’re on 
the threshold of a period of natur-
al self-selection. In a decade or two, 
people for whom continued life is 
painful, physically or psychological-
ly,  will have the right to end their lives 
in a peaceful way (and today’s contro-
versy about assisted suicide will be 
ancient history). Whereas people who 
wish to live on will be able and entitled 
to keep going, not just because they’re 
functioning but because they want to; 
and the world will � nd its level, with-
out robbing us of our choice.

At the end of The Age of Adaline 
(spoiler alert!), Adaline, now 107, 
� nally lets herself fall in love and, in 
a panic, runs away again; but in the 
process, she ends up having precise-
ly the same kind of car accident she 
had 78 years earlier. Once again, her 
heart stops; this time, it’s restarted 
by the de� brillating paddles of an 
ambulance crew, which also restores 
her DNA to its former con� guration. 
A year later, now happily married 
and looking in the mirror, she � nds 
her � rst grey hair.  She has her wish; 
she’s � nally getting old. It’s meant 
to be a happy ending, but you’ll for-
give me if I don’t cheer. For me, the 
chance to live on means the chance to 
satisfy the most compelling curiosity 
any human can have: � nding out how 
things turn out. That curiosity is for 
me endless. So I’ll take a pass on The 
Age of Adaline and a chance on The 
Age of Moses. The one thing better 
than predicting the future is being 
there when it happens. 

Chapter 53
To Eternity or Beyond? 

120, 150, 1,000: 
How Old Is Old Enough? 

By Moses Znaimer 

 COMING NEXT ISSUE: FASHION, STYLE AND FADS: ONE ZOOMER’S PERSPECTIVE
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1THE WORLD’S ONLY PEER-REVIEWED JOURNAL 
FOCUSED ON INTERVENTION IN AGING

2VIRTUALLY EVERY SIGNIFICANT FAMINE IN THE 
WORLD UP TO NOW HAS BEEN A RESULT NOT OF 
LACK OF FOOD BUT PROBLEMS IN GETTING THE 
FOOD TO THE PEOPLE WHO NEED IT, USUALLY 
BECAUSE OF HUMAN CONFLICT.

“Are you sure you don’t want 
to add something about staying 

active in the senior years?” 

“My secret for long life? I’ve always 
drunk, smoked, made out with 

women ... and hated yogurt” 



154
10 – SEPTEMBER 2015  everythingzoomer.com

THE ZOOMER      PHILOSOPHY

I FIRST STARTED think-
ing about clothes about the 
same time I started getting 
interested in girls, the mid 
’50s. My immigrant family 
didn’t have the money to 

indulge me in a range of duds, so I de-
cided on a few items, mostly black, 
not a colour easily found in kids’ 
stu� . I chose black because it was 
functional and also because, without 
being fully colour-blind, I see a more 
limited palette than most  (and what 
are purple or chartreuse, anyway?).  
As a result, I’ve always preferred bold 
chunks of strong contrasting col-
ours. So I started to wear black and 
because it was at the time associat-
ed with the post-war Parisian Left 
Bank and American beatniks, people 
started commenting on it which, of 
course, reinforced my choice. I be-
came the guy who dressed – I heard 
– like a poet or a revolutionary.  

I kind of liked the idea, identify-
ing as an engaged artist and, as I 
matured, it foreshadowed some of 
the occupations in which I’ve end-
ed up. Television technology also 
reinforced my fashion preferences. 
One of the great tropes of the era in 
mainstream TV was that on-screen 
personalities and backgrounds 
should dress in a bland range com-
plementary with facial tones and 
compatible with Chroma Key, the 
process of superimposing a � gure 
in the foreground against a graphic 
background. The result was a gen-
eral “beige-ness” or light “blue-
ness” in network television. On the 
other hand, I was still enamoured 
of saturated colours with punch; be-

sides, Citytv needed to stand out.1  
Similarly, in print, I liked clear 
strong lettering, not the industry 
ideal of blocks of teensy type with a 
lot of white space around. If you have 
a message, I thought, get it out there!

While all this was going on, I also 
managed to dispense with certain 
male fashion standards that had al-
ways annoyed me. The � rst two were 
shirts and ties. I was now on the 
performing side of the camera, do-
ing series that could take months of 
shooting, which meant being ruled 
by “continuity,” the need to remem-
ber the last thing you were wearing 
the day before, in particular that � nal 
shirt and tie. It was far too much re-
membering, so one day I decided to 
give up ties altogether and to reduce 
my shooting shirts to white in only one 
style. The next thing to go were shoe-
laces. I tried on various boots, found 
an excellent brand made in Texas that 
suited me just � ne, and boots were 
it. Finally came the shaving. At the 
time, I was getting away a couple of 
times a year to take week-long fasting 
hikes in the bush and, in the bush, 
you don’t shave. One year I came back 
with a fair growth and quickly learn-
ed that all the men I asked didn’t like 
it, and all the women did. So, it was 
no contest. Henceforth, I would keep 
a light beard and stop scraping and 
re-scraping the scrapes on my face.  

Thus was my style created.
I mention this now because I think 

it’s time to re-address a charge that’s 
been levelled at Zoomer since the 
magazine’s inception; that we cover 
fashion to an unseemly degree, un-
seemly because fashion is a “frivo-
lous” subject, inappropriate for 

people “our” age. I reject this idea, 
but recently it occurred to me that 
part of the misconception people 
may have about our intention in this 
area is a confusion between fash-
ion and style. For me, fashion is a 
double-edged sword. On the one 
hand, it’s often about people follow-
ing the mob, rushing to obey a diktat 
about what’s “in” that comes from 
some outside authority. This can re-
sult in the height of ridiculousness, 
when people willingly and en masse 
adopt clothing that makes them look 
bad. A prime example are those low-
rise hip-hugging jeans that first 
came on the scene in the ’90s, which 
looked silly, if not downright awful, 
on about 90 per cent of the people 
who wore them, young or old. It was 
enough to make you simultaneous-
ly wonder what had happened to 
the collective mind and to admire 
the power of an industry that could 
hypnotize people into wearing a ver-
sion of the emperor’s new clothes.

But fashion in the service of per-
sonal style is something di� erent. 
Your style is a projection of your per-
sonality; it can represent your atti-
tudes and approaches to life and, if 
done consistently, can become a kind 
of signature. More important: it sig-
nals to the world that we’re still en-
gaged, that we still matter, that we’re 
still “in business,” physically, esthet-
ically, sexually. The opposite of style 
for our demographic has been what 
I’ve described before in this space 
as either denial (trying to shoe-
horn ourselves into the same clothes 
we wore 30 to 40 years ago) or the 
shlumpadink syndrome (i.e., surren-
dering to a uniform of baggy sweats 
and leisurewear). Which means to 
disappear in plain sight. At Zoomer, 
we’re pro fashion because we’re pro 
visibility. We’re pro engagement.  

It’s not just high time that fashion 

came of age; it’s the perfect time. If 
you Google “top fashion designers 
in the world today,” that list will in-
variably include a large contingent 
of names 60 and up: among them, 
Karl Lagerfeld, 81 (this month’s 
cover subject); Giorgio Armani, 81; 
Ralph Lauren, 75; Miuccia Prada, 66, 
Donatella Versace, 60. There isn’t 
an industry anywhere with a higher 
turnover cycle of fad than fashion, 
and yet all these people are still go-
ing strong. Lagerfeld is an extreme 
example, a guy who has not only kept 
working but whose personal style 
happens to solve some age-related 
“problems.” He wears high white 
collars, which hide the aging neck (a 
classic give-away) and gloves, which 
hide the equally unforgiving backs 
of hands. But he’s so out front with it 
and so talented, he carries it o� .

When it comes to designing clothes 
for all our aging selves, though, the 
design world has so far largely fall-
en down. Aside from the odd niche 
company, almost no one has come 
up with a fashion line dedicated 
to us. What kind of criteria would 
Zoomer-designed clothing have to 
meet? First, they’d accommodate 
more of us – between the ages of 40 
and 60, the weight of the average 
North American increases by about 
a pound a year. They’d adjust the 
amount of bare skin we’d be com-
fortable revealing, whether that be 
a woman’s neck and arms or a man’s 
knees. Slacks would be high-waisted 
enough for a normal person of age, 
preferably with some give; and “skin-
ny suits” would be reserved for skin-
ny hipsters barely out of their teens. 
As Zoomer reader Kathryn Brown 
pointed out in an open letter to fash-
ion designers and manufacturers 
titled “Please Make Us Clothes That 

Fit,” Zoomer-appropriate clothing 
for women would acknowledge that 
while bust lines grow fuller with age, 
shoulders do not; dress darts should 
be lower, pants zippers longer and 
waistlines should be at the waist-
line (imagine that!).2 “We deserve,” 
writes Ms. Brown, “to have clothes 
that � t available in stores.” 

If you’re ba  ̈  ed, given the sheer 
size of our cohort, that no canny 
clothing entrepreneur has stepped 
up, you’re not alone. I’ve approached 
a few local design houses with this 
idea of launching a Zoomer-focused 

clothing line under the Zoomer 
name – but so far they’re protective 
of their youth-oriented brands and 
concerned about diluting their focus. 
That’s � ne, I tell them, but mean-
while there are 15 million people in 
this country alone that you’re not 
making clothes for. What I haven’t 
said is that they’re also implicitly 
confirming their fear that young-
er people will not easily entertain 
the notion that older people can be 
cool – this despite the fact that even 
the cool kids themselves seem to be 
coming around, such as Céline, the 
hautest of haute fashion brands, who 
recently chose 80-year-old writer 
Joan Didion to be their new “face.”

Don’t take it from me; take it from 

“the most interesting man in the 
world.” In 2006, the Mexican beer 
company, Dos Equis, decided to go 
completely against the stereotype 
of youth-drenched beach-based 
bacchanalian beer advertising and 
launched a campaign featuring an 
urbane, leonine, 70-ish Hispanic 
gentleman who was suaver than 
suave. The Dos Equis man, whose 
signature line is “Stay thirsty, my 
friends,” was said to have “cured 
narcolepsy, just by walking into a 
room.” In fact, the actor cast to por-
tray this paragon of male virility is a 
76-year-old American actor named 
Jonathan Goldsmith, whose previ-
ous claim to fame was being killed 
� ve times by Marshall Matt Dillon 
on Gunsmoke. 

Goldsmith and his Dos Equis per-
sona have one critical thing in com-
mon:  they both have histories. Their 
panache comes largely from the stor-
ies we sense they can tell, which is in-
separable from their age. We see this 
phenomenon in real-life older icons 
of style, such as the Leonard Cohens 
and Helen Mirrens of the world. Any 
workable Zoomer style has to be the 
same, revelling in the active living 
and loving this age of miracles has 
brought us, the wisdom hard fought 
and won, while still acknowledging 
our age and our past, whether that 
past includes arm-wrestling with 
Fidel Castro or dressing up like a 
beat poet in 1950s Montreal. Will 
the world notice? In the eight years 
since Goldsmith’s Dos Equis man hit 
the airwaves, the company’s pro� ts 
have risen more quickly than those 
of any other imported beer.  

Which is why I’m re-issuing my 
challenge to launch Zoomer, the 
clothing line. It isn’t just the right 
thing to do; it’s also, I think, the 
smart thing. And it doesn’t even have 
to be all in black. 

Chapter 54
Fashion Comes of Age 

(At least it should)  
By Moses Znaimer 
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1LATER, I ALSO DEVELOPED TWO BOLD SPECIALTY 
CHANNELS, BOTH TRENDSETTERS:  MUCHMUSIC, 
A KEY DRIVER OF FASHION TRENDS, AND 
FASHIONTELEVISION ITSELF. FT, THE SHOW, 
ATTUNED CANADA TO CAPITAL “F” FASHION AND 
WAS EVENTUALLY SYNDICATED IN MORE THAN 
100 COUNTRIES.

2WHICH WE PUBLISHED IN OUR JULY/AUGUST 2012 
ISSUE.
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I FIRST STARTED think-
ing about clothes about the 
same time I started getting 
interested in girls, the mid 
’50s. My immigrant family 
didn’t have the money to 

indulge me in a range of duds, so I de-
cided on a few items, mostly black, 
not a colour easily found in kids’ 
stu� . I chose black because it was 
functional and also because, without 
being fully colour-blind, I see a more 
limited palette than most  (and what 
are purple or chartreuse, anyway?).  
As a result, I’ve always preferred bold 
chunks of strong contrasting col-
ours. So I started to wear black and 
because it was at the time associat-
ed with the post-war Parisian Left 
Bank and American beatniks, people 
started commenting on it which, of 
course, reinforced my choice. I be-
came the guy who dressed – I heard 
– like a poet or a revolutionary.  

I kind of liked the idea, identify-
ing as an engaged artist and, as I 
matured, it foreshadowed some of 
the occupations in which I’ve end-
ed up. Television technology also 
reinforced my fashion preferences. 
One of the great tropes of the era in 
mainstream TV was that on-screen 
personalities and backgrounds 
should dress in a bland range com-
plementary with facial tones and 
compatible with Chroma Key, the 
process of superimposing a � gure 
in the foreground against a graphic 
background. The result was a gen-
eral “beige-ness” or light “blue-
ness” in network television. On the 
other hand, I was still enamoured 
of saturated colours with punch; be-

sides, Citytv needed to stand out.1  
Similarly, in print, I liked clear 
strong lettering, not the industry 
ideal of blocks of teensy type with a 
lot of white space around. If you have 
a message, I thought, get it out there!

While all this was going on, I also 
managed to dispense with certain 
male fashion standards that had al-
ways annoyed me. The � rst two were 
shirts and ties. I was now on the 
performing side of the camera, do-
ing series that could take months of 
shooting, which meant being ruled 
by “continuity,” the need to remem-
ber the last thing you were wearing 
the day before, in particular that � nal 
shirt and tie. It was far too much re-
membering, so one day I decided to 
give up ties altogether and to reduce 
my shooting shirts to white in only one 
style. The next thing to go were shoe-
laces. I tried on various boots, found 
an excellent brand made in Texas that 
suited me just � ne, and boots were 
it. Finally came the shaving. At the 
time, I was getting away a couple of 
times a year to take week-long fasting 
hikes in the bush and, in the bush, 
you don’t shave. One year I came back 
with a fair growth and quickly learn-
ed that all the men I asked didn’t like 
it, and all the women did. So, it was 
no contest. Henceforth, I would keep 
a light beard and stop scraping and 
re-scraping the scrapes on my face.  

Thus was my style created.
I mention this now because I think 

it’s time to re-address a charge that’s 
been levelled at Zoomer since the 
magazine’s inception; that we cover 
fashion to an unseemly degree, un-
seemly because fashion is a “frivo-
lous” subject, inappropriate for 

people “our” age. I reject this idea, 
but recently it occurred to me that 
part of the misconception people 
may have about our intention in this 
area is a confusion between fash-
ion and style. For me, fashion is a 
double-edged sword. On the one 
hand, it’s often about people follow-
ing the mob, rushing to obey a diktat 
about what’s “in” that comes from 
some outside authority. This can re-
sult in the height of ridiculousness, 
when people willingly and en masse 
adopt clothing that makes them look 
bad. A prime example are those low-
rise hip-hugging jeans that first 
came on the scene in the ’90s, which 
looked silly, if not downright awful, 
on about 90 per cent of the people 
who wore them, young or old. It was 
enough to make you simultaneous-
ly wonder what had happened to 
the collective mind and to admire 
the power of an industry that could 
hypnotize people into wearing a ver-
sion of the emperor’s new clothes.

But fashion in the service of per-
sonal style is something di� erent. 
Your style is a projection of your per-
sonality; it can represent your atti-
tudes and approaches to life and, if 
done consistently, can become a kind 
of signature. More important: it sig-
nals to the world that we’re still en-
gaged, that we still matter, that we’re 
still “in business,” physically, esthet-
ically, sexually. The opposite of style 
for our demographic has been what 
I’ve described before in this space 
as either denial (trying to shoe-
horn ourselves into the same clothes 
we wore 30 to 40 years ago) or the 
shlumpadink syndrome (i.e., surren-
dering to a uniform of baggy sweats 
and leisurewear). Which means to 
disappear in plain sight. At Zoomer, 
we’re pro fashion because we’re pro 
visibility. We’re pro engagement.  

It’s not just high time that fashion 

came of age; it’s the perfect time. If 
you Google “top fashion designers 
in the world today,” that list will in-
variably include a large contingent 
of names 60 and up: among them, 
Karl Lagerfeld, 81 (this month’s 
cover subject); Giorgio Armani, 81; 
Ralph Lauren, 75; Miuccia Prada, 66, 
Donatella Versace, 60. There isn’t 
an industry anywhere with a higher 
turnover cycle of fad than fashion, 
and yet all these people are still go-
ing strong. Lagerfeld is an extreme 
example, a guy who has not only kept 
working but whose personal style 
happens to solve some age-related 
“problems.” He wears high white 
collars, which hide the aging neck (a 
classic give-away) and gloves, which 
hide the equally unforgiving backs 
of hands. But he’s so out front with it 
and so talented, he carries it o� .

When it comes to designing clothes 
for all our aging selves, though, the 
design world has so far largely fall-
en down. Aside from the odd niche 
company, almost no one has come 
up with a fashion line dedicated 
to us. What kind of criteria would 
Zoomer-designed clothing have to 
meet? First, they’d accommodate 
more of us – between the ages of 40 
and 60, the weight of the average 
North American increases by about 
a pound a year. They’d adjust the 
amount of bare skin we’d be com-
fortable revealing, whether that be 
a woman’s neck and arms or a man’s 
knees. Slacks would be high-waisted 
enough for a normal person of age, 
preferably with some give; and “skin-
ny suits” would be reserved for skin-
ny hipsters barely out of their teens. 
As Zoomer reader Kathryn Brown 
pointed out in an open letter to fash-
ion designers and manufacturers 
titled “Please Make Us Clothes That 

Fit,” Zoomer-appropriate clothing 
for women would acknowledge that 
while bust lines grow fuller with age, 
shoulders do not; dress darts should 
be lower, pants zippers longer and 
waistlines should be at the waist-
line (imagine that!).2 “We deserve,” 
writes Ms. Brown, “to have clothes 
that � t available in stores.” 

If you’re ba  ̈  ed, given the sheer 
size of our cohort, that no canny 
clothing entrepreneur has stepped 
up, you’re not alone. I’ve approached 
a few local design houses with this 
idea of launching a Zoomer-focused 

clothing line under the Zoomer 
name – but so far they’re protective 
of their youth-oriented brands and 
concerned about diluting their focus. 
That’s � ne, I tell them, but mean-
while there are 15 million people in 
this country alone that you’re not 
making clothes for. What I haven’t 
said is that they’re also implicitly 
confirming their fear that young-
er people will not easily entertain 
the notion that older people can be 
cool – this despite the fact that even 
the cool kids themselves seem to be 
coming around, such as Céline, the 
hautest of haute fashion brands, who 
recently chose 80-year-old writer 
Joan Didion to be their new “face.”

Don’t take it from me; take it from 

“the most interesting man in the 
world.” In 2006, the Mexican beer 
company, Dos Equis, decided to go 
completely against the stereotype 
of youth-drenched beach-based 
bacchanalian beer advertising and 
launched a campaign featuring an 
urbane, leonine, 70-ish Hispanic 
gentleman who was suaver than 
suave. The Dos Equis man, whose 
signature line is “Stay thirsty, my 
friends,” was said to have “cured 
narcolepsy, just by walking into a 
room.” In fact, the actor cast to por-
tray this paragon of male virility is a 
76-year-old American actor named 
Jonathan Goldsmith, whose previ-
ous claim to fame was being killed 
� ve times by Marshall Matt Dillon 
on Gunsmoke. 

Goldsmith and his Dos Equis per-
sona have one critical thing in com-
mon:  they both have histories. Their 
panache comes largely from the stor-
ies we sense they can tell, which is in-
separable from their age. We see this 
phenomenon in real-life older icons 
of style, such as the Leonard Cohens 
and Helen Mirrens of the world. Any 
workable Zoomer style has to be the 
same, revelling in the active living 
and loving this age of miracles has 
brought us, the wisdom hard fought 
and won, while still acknowledging 
our age and our past, whether that 
past includes arm-wrestling with 
Fidel Castro or dressing up like a 
beat poet in 1950s Montreal. Will 
the world notice? In the eight years 
since Goldsmith’s Dos Equis man hit 
the airwaves, the company’s pro� ts 
have risen more quickly than those 
of any other imported beer.  

Which is why I’m re-issuing my 
challenge to launch Zoomer, the 
clothing line. It isn’t just the right 
thing to do; it’s also, I think, the 
smart thing. And it doesn’t even have 
to be all in black. 

Chapter 54
Fashion Comes of Age 

(At least it should)  
By Moses Znaimer 
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1LATER, I ALSO DEVELOPED TWO BOLD SPECIALTY 
CHANNELS, BOTH TRENDSETTERS:  MUCHMUSIC, 
A KEY DRIVER OF FASHION TRENDS, AND 
FASHIONTELEVISION ITSELF. FT, THE SHOW, 
ATTUNED CANADA TO CAPITAL “F” FASHION AND 
WAS EVENTUALLY SYNDICATED IN MORE THAN 
100 COUNTRIES.

2WHICH WE PUBLISHED IN OUR JULY/AUGUST 2012 
ISSUE.
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THE ZOOMER      PHILOSOPHY

T HIS PAST JULY, 
just a week before 
Stephen Harper 
triggered one of 
the longest federal 
election campaigns 

in Canada’s history, I attended the 
21st annual Elvis Festival in the 
town of Collingwood, Ont. Billed 
as the largest annual such festi-
val outside of Memphis, the event 
drew over 30,000, almost doubling 
Collingwood’s population over its 
four-day run. The array of Elvi was 
impressive, but even more startling 
to me was the sheer concentration 
in the crowd of our demographic: 
Zoomer Nation. Since 2008, I’d been 
talking about the strange invisibility 
of our burgeoning group, which ac-
tuarial predictions led one to believe 
would one day soon be everywhere 
you turned. Finally, in Collingwood 
and increasingly at other politic-
al and cultural events I’ve been at-
tending recently, that day appears 
to have arrived. Suddenly, we are 
present in all our impressive density.  

Now that the election campaign 
is underway, I � nd myself thinking 
more about this weird disconnect, 
between the lingering perception 
of our gang as feeble and marginal-
ized, and the reality of our numbers 
and the political attention being 
paid to us. Marginalized constitu-
encies tend to get ignored, but all 
major parties have been vigorous-
ly throwing goodies our way. At the 
2012 CARP AGM, NDP leader Tom 
Mulcair announced that the “� rst” 

thing he would do when his party 
came to power would be to wind the 
pension age back to 65 from the 67 
that the Conservatives had then 
recently proclaimed. The federal 
Liberals have tossed in their hat by 
endorsing the Ontario Liberal prom-
ise to establish an Ontario Pension 
Plan to “supplement” CPP pay-
ments for many people who either 
don’t have workplace pensions or 
whose workplace pensions have dis-
appeared. The Conservatives have 
shot back by doubling the amount a 
person can safeguard from taxes in 
a TFSA, and they now appear to be 
amenable to extending the allowable 
time period before RRSPs have to be 
liquidated; all in recognition of the 
fact that, Surprise! we’re living long-
er these days.  

The good news about this � urry of 
vote-chasing is that “suddenly” it 
seems that everybody is saying nice 
things about us and certainly be-
coming more aware that we exist. 
The “bad” news for an organization 
like CARP is that for the � rst time 
in memory we � nd ourselves with no 
clearly de� ned antagonists and, gen-
erally speaking, advocacy works bet-
ter if there is a grievance. From the 
point of view of growing member-
ship, you could say we’d be better o�  
if society were actually acting on the 
unspoken prejudice that seniors are 
an irrelevant group. 

The impact that a villain can have 
on senior-issue activism is one of the 
underlying themes of a documentary 
VisionTV recently commissioned, 
called Pensioner Power. The pro-
gram follows the rise and fall and 
rise of pensioner political success in 
Israel, Slovenia and, to some extent, 
Croatia. Israel is a good lab case be-
cause in fragmented, proportional-
representation voting systems like 
theirs, small single-issue parties can 

wield outsize in� uence by acting as 
swing votes in coalition govern-
ments. No pensioner party has been 
more e� ective than Slovenia’s, which 
in the past few years has brought 
down a number of governments that 
have made the mistake of ignoring 
pensioners’ interests.  Representing 
only 15 per cent of the Slovenian 
electorate, the Democratic Party of 
Pensioners has become so powerful 
that a “war of the generations” has 
come to dominate the political land-
scape in that country.

What do Slovenian seniors have 
that we don’t? For one thing, an ac-
tual political party. Five years ago, in 
Chapter 6 of The Zoomer Philosophy 
(“Politics of the Undead”), I pro-
posed just such a party, ZIP: the 
Zoomer Inclusive Party. I was writ-
ing in reaction to our invisibility 
then on the political landscape. “For 
years, politicians have been treating 
us as if we’re already dead. Here’s a 
bulletin:  we’re not!” Five years later, 
the way we’re being courted by all the 
political parties shows how much 
the situation has changed. 

The second thing Slovenian seniors 
have that we don’t is a natural enemy; 
in their case, austerity. Speci� cally, 
I’m referring to the austerity meas-
ures currently in vogue in struggling 
European countries, where the � rst 
response of governments is often to 
slash pensions. Nothing gets people 
to the barricades faster than a force 
that wants to take back a critical part 
of their subsistence. Consequently, 
direct political participation is the 
European trend for special inter-
est groups, compared to the North 
American approach of CARP and 
AARP, which have opted for the bene-
� ts of not having to line up with any 
one particular group seeking power. 
So when I � rst started mulling over 
the best ways to mobilize our demo-

graphic, my thought was to identify 
those ridings with the greatest con-
centration of older people – and then 
� nd an issue, like pension-slashing, 
to concentrate bloc voting.  

Now, if this strikes you as a kind 
of fantasy, you’re right. It turns out 
Canadian seniors do have a natural 
enemy – and it’s us! Our enemy is our 
inability to see exactly how powerful 
we already are and can be.

Here are some statistics to illus-
trate what I’m saying. They’re 
readily available to anyone from 
Elections Canada and Stats Can,1 
and many are drawn from the 
last federal election, in 2011.  

1. In the 2011 election, voter 
turnout for the 18-44 age group 
averaged 47 per cent. There are 
13,116,000 people in this group. 
Which means 6,164,520 of them 
voted in the last federal election.

2. Voter turnout for the 45-74 
age group averaged 70 per cent.  
There are 13,138,000 people 
in this group. Which means 
9,196,600 of them voted in the 
last federal election.

3. Voter turnout for the 75-
plus age group averaged 60 per 
cent. There are 2,440,000 people 
in this group. Which means 
1,464,000 of them voted in the 
last federal election.

4. The 45-plus group altogether (our 
demographic) comprises 15,578,000 
people. This group cast 10,660,600 
votes in the last federal election. Ergo, 
the adjusted average voter turnout for 
the 45-plus age group is 68.5 per cent.

5. Our 45-plus group makes up 54 
per cent of the eligible Canadian vot-
ers. This means we already command 
a slim majority of the vote. If we con-

sider voter turnout, though, and ad-
just our percentage of the electorate 
accordingly, we actually make up 63 
per cent of the electorate. Which is to 
say, we cast 63 per cent of all the votes 
in the 2011 federal election, and every 
indication is that we will cast a simi-
lar percentage of the votes or more in 
this upcoming election. 

6. Conclusion: Our group can 
control the total national vote with 
no help from alliances with any 

other group. Which seems to mean 
we should be able to control the 
upcoming election and the next few 
after that. 

Alas, there’s a small if.  If  Canada 
had a proportional representa-
tion election system like Israel’s or 
Slovenia’s, we would indeed be able 
to control elections outright. But our 
system is still first-past-the-post. 
This means it’s possible for a party to 
actually win the broad popular vote 
but lose an election because it doesn’t 
have su©  cient riding concentrations 
to win seats. So my initial impulse to 

target particular ridings where we 
de� nitely have the highest percent-
age of voters plus votes does make 
sense. But even the first-past-the-
post complication doesn’t change 
how dramatic that 63 per cent � gure 
really is. For years, we’ve been wor-
ried that our canoe is leaking, when 
all the time we’ve been driving an air-
craft carrier. We are the opposite of 
the Slovenian pensioners’ party.  We 
have at least the theoretical power not 

just to bring governments down 
but to elect them.  

If proportional representation 
should ever come to Canada, 
does this mean we’d suddenly 
run amok and start voting only 
our own interests as some ma-
rauding bloc? Hardly. Surveys 
taken at this writing show that 
our demographic splits almost 
exactly the same way as the 
population at large in terms of 
party preference: currently, a 
third of us support each of the 
three main parties, creating a 
virtual stando� . Of course, we 
have shared interests, typically 
relating to health and money, 
which only makes sense: we 
aren’t just older people, we’re 
also parents and grandparents 
and uncles and aunts. More im-

portant, we’re not close to monolith-
ic. Our group includes rich and poor 
and those in-between, small “l” lib-
erals and small “c” conservatives, 
left-leaners and right-leaners and 
centrists.  We’re probably more like 
other Canadians in our di� erences 
than anything else.  What’s indisput-
able, though, is that 63 per cent.

What we do or will do or should do 
with our growing political power is 
a subject for another conversation. 
But for now the numbers are in. We 
have the power, and Elvis is de� nite-
ly in the building. 

Chapter 55
Guess What? 
We Could Run 
the Country 

(If only we knew it)  
By Moses Znaimer 

 COMING NEXT ISSUE: MARIJUANA: THE ZOOMER PERSPECTIVE, TAKE TWO

1 WWW.ELECTIONS.CA/CONTENT.
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SUM-SOM/L01/CST01/DEMO10A-ENG.HTM
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THE ZOOMER      PHILOSOPHY

T HIS PAST JULY, 
just a week before 
Stephen Harper 
triggered one of 
the longest federal 
election campaigns 

in Canada’s history, I attended the 
21st annual Elvis Festival in the 
town of Collingwood, Ont. Billed 
as the largest annual such festi-
val outside of Memphis, the event 
drew over 30,000, almost doubling 
Collingwood’s population over its 
four-day run. The array of Elvi was 
impressive, but even more startling 
to me was the sheer concentration 
in the crowd of our demographic: 
Zoomer Nation. Since 2008, I’d been 
talking about the strange invisibility 
of our burgeoning group, which ac-
tuarial predictions led one to believe 
would one day soon be everywhere 
you turned. Finally, in Collingwood 
and increasingly at other politic-
al and cultural events I’ve been at-
tending recently, that day appears 
to have arrived. Suddenly, we are 
present in all our impressive density.  

Now that the election campaign 
is underway, I � nd myself thinking 
more about this weird disconnect, 
between the lingering perception 
of our gang as feeble and marginal-
ized, and the reality of our numbers 
and the political attention being 
paid to us. Marginalized constitu-
encies tend to get ignored, but all 
major parties have been vigorous-
ly throwing goodies our way. At the 
2012 CARP AGM, NDP leader Tom 
Mulcair announced that the “� rst” 

thing he would do when his party 
came to power would be to wind the 
pension age back to 65 from the 67 
that the Conservatives had then 
recently proclaimed. The federal 
Liberals have tossed in their hat by 
endorsing the Ontario Liberal prom-
ise to establish an Ontario Pension 
Plan to “supplement” CPP pay-
ments for many people who either 
don’t have workplace pensions or 
whose workplace pensions have dis-
appeared. The Conservatives have 
shot back by doubling the amount a 
person can safeguard from taxes in 
a TFSA, and they now appear to be 
amenable to extending the allowable 
time period before RRSPs have to be 
liquidated; all in recognition of the 
fact that, Surprise! we’re living long-
er these days.  

The good news about this � urry of 
vote-chasing is that “suddenly” it 
seems that everybody is saying nice 
things about us and certainly be-
coming more aware that we exist. 
The “bad” news for an organization 
like CARP is that for the � rst time 
in memory we � nd ourselves with no 
clearly de� ned antagonists and, gen-
erally speaking, advocacy works bet-
ter if there is a grievance. From the 
point of view of growing member-
ship, you could say we’d be better o�  
if society were actually acting on the 
unspoken prejudice that seniors are 
an irrelevant group. 

The impact that a villain can have 
on senior-issue activism is one of the 
underlying themes of a documentary 
VisionTV recently commissioned, 
called Pensioner Power. The pro-
gram follows the rise and fall and 
rise of pensioner political success in 
Israel, Slovenia and, to some extent, 
Croatia. Israel is a good lab case be-
cause in fragmented, proportional-
representation voting systems like 
theirs, small single-issue parties can 

wield outsize in� uence by acting as 
swing votes in coalition govern-
ments. No pensioner party has been 
more e� ective than Slovenia’s, which 
in the past few years has brought 
down a number of governments that 
have made the mistake of ignoring 
pensioners’ interests.  Representing 
only 15 per cent of the Slovenian 
electorate, the Democratic Party of 
Pensioners has become so powerful 
that a “war of the generations” has 
come to dominate the political land-
scape in that country.

What do Slovenian seniors have 
that we don’t? For one thing, an ac-
tual political party. Five years ago, in 
Chapter 6 of The Zoomer Philosophy 
(“Politics of the Undead”), I pro-
posed just such a party, ZIP: the 
Zoomer Inclusive Party. I was writ-
ing in reaction to our invisibility 
then on the political landscape. “For 
years, politicians have been treating 
us as if we’re already dead. Here’s a 
bulletin:  we’re not!” Five years later, 
the way we’re being courted by all the 
political parties shows how much 
the situation has changed. 

The second thing Slovenian seniors 
have that we don’t is a natural enemy; 
in their case, austerity. Speci� cally, 
I’m referring to the austerity meas-
ures currently in vogue in struggling 
European countries, where the � rst 
response of governments is often to 
slash pensions. Nothing gets people 
to the barricades faster than a force 
that wants to take back a critical part 
of their subsistence. Consequently, 
direct political participation is the 
European trend for special inter-
est groups, compared to the North 
American approach of CARP and 
AARP, which have opted for the bene-
� ts of not having to line up with any 
one particular group seeking power. 
So when I � rst started mulling over 
the best ways to mobilize our demo-

graphic, my thought was to identify 
those ridings with the greatest con-
centration of older people – and then 
� nd an issue, like pension-slashing, 
to concentrate bloc voting.  

Now, if this strikes you as a kind 
of fantasy, you’re right. It turns out 
Canadian seniors do have a natural 
enemy – and it’s us! Our enemy is our 
inability to see exactly how powerful 
we already are and can be.

Here are some statistics to illus-
trate what I’m saying. They’re 
readily available to anyone from 
Elections Canada and Stats Can,1 
and many are drawn from the 
last federal election, in 2011.  

1. In the 2011 election, voter 
turnout for the 18-44 age group 
averaged 47 per cent. There are 
13,116,000 people in this group. 
Which means 6,164,520 of them 
voted in the last federal election.

2. Voter turnout for the 45-74 
age group averaged 70 per cent.  
There are 13,138,000 people 
in this group. Which means 
9,196,600 of them voted in the 
last federal election.

3. Voter turnout for the 75-
plus age group averaged 60 per 
cent. There are 2,440,000 people 
in this group. Which means 
1,464,000 of them voted in the 
last federal election.

4. The 45-plus group altogether (our 
demographic) comprises 15,578,000 
people. This group cast 10,660,600 
votes in the last federal election. Ergo, 
the adjusted average voter turnout for 
the 45-plus age group is 68.5 per cent.

5. Our 45-plus group makes up 54 
per cent of the eligible Canadian vot-
ers. This means we already command 
a slim majority of the vote. If we con-

sider voter turnout, though, and ad-
just our percentage of the electorate 
accordingly, we actually make up 63 
per cent of the electorate. Which is to 
say, we cast 63 per cent of all the votes 
in the 2011 federal election, and every 
indication is that we will cast a simi-
lar percentage of the votes or more in 
this upcoming election. 

6. Conclusion: Our group can 
control the total national vote with 
no help from alliances with any 

other group. Which seems to mean 
we should be able to control the 
upcoming election and the next few 
after that. 

Alas, there’s a small if.  If  Canada 
had a proportional representa-
tion election system like Israel’s or 
Slovenia’s, we would indeed be able 
to control elections outright. But our 
system is still first-past-the-post. 
This means it’s possible for a party to 
actually win the broad popular vote 
but lose an election because it doesn’t 
have su©  cient riding concentrations 
to win seats. So my initial impulse to 

target particular ridings where we 
de� nitely have the highest percent-
age of voters plus votes does make 
sense. But even the first-past-the-
post complication doesn’t change 
how dramatic that 63 per cent � gure 
really is. For years, we’ve been wor-
ried that our canoe is leaking, when 
all the time we’ve been driving an air-
craft carrier. We are the opposite of 
the Slovenian pensioners’ party.  We 
have at least the theoretical power not 

just to bring governments down 
but to elect them.  

If proportional representation 
should ever come to Canada, 
does this mean we’d suddenly 
run amok and start voting only 
our own interests as some ma-
rauding bloc? Hardly. Surveys 
taken at this writing show that 
our demographic splits almost 
exactly the same way as the 
population at large in terms of 
party preference: currently, a 
third of us support each of the 
three main parties, creating a 
virtual stando� . Of course, we 
have shared interests, typically 
relating to health and money, 
which only makes sense: we 
aren’t just older people, we’re 
also parents and grandparents 
and uncles and aunts. More im-

portant, we’re not close to monolith-
ic. Our group includes rich and poor 
and those in-between, small “l” lib-
erals and small “c” conservatives, 
left-leaners and right-leaners and 
centrists.  We’re probably more like 
other Canadians in our di� erences 
than anything else.  What’s indisput-
able, though, is that 63 per cent.

What we do or will do or should do 
with our growing political power is 
a subject for another conversation. 
But for now the numbers are in. We 
have the power, and Elvis is de� nite-
ly in the building. 

Chapter 55
Guess What? 
We Could Run 
the Country 

(If only we knew it)  
By Moses Znaimer 
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THE ZOOMER      PHILOSOPHY

T HIS PAST JULY, 
just About 10 years 
ago, I got an inter-
esting phone call 
from a politician at 
the highest level of 

the Paul Martin government then in 
charge in Ottawa, who also happened 
to be a good and personal friend of 
mine. He knew where I stood on cer-
tain social issues and had a question 
for me. “Moses,” he asked, “the Party 
has decided it can’t do both: legalize 
marijuana or legalize same-sex mar-
riage. Which one should it be?”  

Without a second’s hesitation, I 
said, marijuana. I supported same-
sex marriage wholeheartedly but 
� rst, I told my pal, the government 
would impact many more people with 
the marijuana move. Second, because 
of the thousands who were still be-
ing charged and harassed and jailed 
for small amounts of marijuana pos-
session, the negative consequences 
of marijuana use were far more dire 
than the downside of being denied 
legal same-sex marriage. Finally, I 
said, we’re talking big money into 
public co� ers for all manner of good 
works if we legalize and tax instead 
of handing a multi-billion dollar tax-
free industry to the Hell’s Angels. 

I also had had personal experience 
with the non-recreational bene� ts of 
marijuana. When an old knee injury 
from my squash playing days � ared 
up enough to interfere with my sleep, 
my doctor prescribed a new high-
ly touted anti-in� ammatory. Three 
months later I woke up to a head-
line in the morning paper that read: 

“Vioxx [which hadn’t helped my pain 
at all] can kill you.” In the meantime, 
I knew that a pu�  or two was enough 
to take the top o�  my discomfort and 
let me sleep. So the synthetic pharma-
ceutical that didn’t work and could kill 
me was legal, while the natural herb 
that worked and wouldn’t kill me was 
illegal.  As a result, I became involved 
in the medical marijuana cause and 
an advocate for legalization in gener-
al. Which is why I repeated my choice 
to my politician friend. “Marijuana,” 
I said again. “That’s my advice.”

Of course, the Liberals chose same-
sex marriage, and the rest is hist-
ory. At once, Canada became one of 
the most advanced countries in the 
world in terms of recognition of al-
ternative lifestyles and one of the 
most con� icted in the realm of ma-
rijuana. When a third controversial 
social issue came recently to the fore, 
Assistance in Dying, the country in-
itially dithered the same way it did 
with cannabis, with naysayers apply-
ing the same sorts of slippery-slope 
objections to legalization. This past 
spring, I revisited assisted suicide 
to see whether the dire warnings of 
its opponents had been borne out 
in Washington State and Oregon 
where the practice had become legal-
ized and regulated. They hadn’t and, 
shortly after my column appeared, 
the Supreme Court of Canada threw 
out the federal law proscribing phys-
ician-assisted suicide, opening the 
door to its legalization here, too. So 
now seems like the perfect time to re-
visit the marijuana issue: to consider 
the Canadian status quo, particular-
ly with medical marijuana; to check 
back on the American experience 
so far; and to ask that exasperating 
question again – why is it that this 
natural plant, which should be so 
much less of a hot button than same-
sex marriage or assisted suicide, still 

remains the taboo of taboos?
It was back in the year 2000 that the 

Supreme Court ruled that Canadians 
had a constitutional right to use can-
nabis as a medicine and required 
Health Canada to make medical ma-
rijuana available to the general pub-
lic. At that point, Health Canada ap-
pointed a single provider, Prairie 
Plant Systems (which was owned in 
part by a company called Cannasat, 
of which – full disclosure – I was 
chairman for a while). The condi-
tions imposed by Health Canada 
were stringent and self-defeating. 
For one, they insisted on extremely 
low levels of THC in the product. The 
ine� ective ground-up and mulched-
down result ended up earning Health 
Canada a terrible reputation as a 
cannabis provider. I remember say-
ing  “They’re going to go down in his-
tory as the only people who couldn’t 
give marijuana away.”1  

Eventually, Health Canada in-
creased the permissible THC lev-
els to the point where the product 
became somewhat effective. The 
problem then became how di�  cult it 
was for a patient to actually pur-
chase it. Complicated forms had to 
be � lled out, and you needed a pre-
scription from a doctor which, at the 
time, the colleges governing doctors 
were reluctant to let them provide, 
citing lack of quali� ed research and 
fear of the law. 

Today, more doctors are willing to 
write prescriptions, but a bottleneck 
remains. The biggest di� erence is the 
increase in the number of medical 
marijuana providers Health Canada 
has licensed; from one to close to two 
dozen today, located in all parts of 
the country with, apparently, more 
to come. But there’s a caveat. In the 
previous single legal provider regime, 
a person who had a doctor’s endorse-
ment could also grow a limited num-

ber of his own plants or get someone 
else with a green thumb to grow for 
her. In the new multi-provider sys-
tem, individuals are not allowed to 
grow their own. This attempted re-
striction led immediately to a lawsuit, 
which is now wending its way through 
the courts. Medical marijuana users 
who grow their own argue that they’re 
being forced to forsake a reliable low-
cost option (growing the strain that 
works for them for pennies a gram) to 
buy unknown product from a provid-
er who is charging $7 and $10 a gram. 
For people on a � xed income or 
with a disability, the financial 
squeeze can be untenable.

It appears to be the euphoria 
component in marijuana that 
the government fears the most. 
In a country where, since 2003, a 
majority of citizens have consist-
ently said they favour legalization 
and see marijuana as less harmful 
than alcohol, their government 
is bizarrely opposed. The stance 
seems to be: “If you’re really, 
really sick and you can prove to 
us that nothing else works, then 
with great reluctance and after 
making you jump through hoops, 
we will let you have the medicine 
that works for you. But, should you, 
God forbid, enjoy yourself in the pro-
cess, we’ll throw you in jail!” That, 
excuse me, is one screwed-up mind-
set. It’s also inaccurate. Not only has 
THC been shown in several studies to 
have its own therapeutic bene� ts but, 
as any chronic-pain su� erer knows, 
distraction is a treatment in itself. 
Euphoria can be part of the cure. If 

you’re in intractable pain, if you’re ex-
periencing constant nausea, if you’re 
grinding your way through a round of 
cancer treatment and there is a sub-
stance that with just a few inhalations 
(or sips or chews or swallows) can get 
your mind o�  the pain and give you re-
lief even brie� y, why should our laws 
begrudge that? 

No one knows better how much 
hogwash there is in the frequently 
hysterical propaganda spread about 
marijuana than the generation of 
whom it has been said, tongue-in-

cheek, that they “invented” mari-
juana: baby boomers.  

Baby boomers know that it’s pos-
sible to smoke a joint, have an in-
sight or a laugh, get the munchies 
and not end up in the gutter or en-
gaged in a life of crime. Boomers are 
also the people – increasingly prone 
as they are to aches and pains – who 
are most open to the idea of using 
marijuana as medicine.  

And if the government won’t take it 
from boomers, let them take it from 
the Americans. On Jan. 1, 2014, the 
sale of personal-use marijuana for 
adults 21 and older was fully legal-
ized in the state of Colorado. Six 

months later, the overall crime rate 
in Colorado was down 10.1 per cent 
from the previous year, violent crime 
down 5.2 per cent. (The prevailing 
explanation is that police no longer 
tasked with arresting pot-smokers 
and sellers had more time to deal 
with serious crime.) On St. Patrick’s 
Day in 2014, Colorado police charged 
450 people with driving under the 
in� uence of alcohol, three with driv-
ing under in� uence of cannabis. In 
the � rst half of the year, Colorado’s 
marijuana industry generated $20 

million in state taxes and fees, 
with the projected figure for 
year-end between $60 and $100 
million. Tourism was up in the 
state, and 10,000 people were 
employed in its 2,000 licenced 
marijuana stores.  

This past summer, I visited 
one such store, not in Colorado 
but in Washington State, which 
legalized marijuana sale in 
November 2012. The shop was 
located in one of the “mari-
juana-designated” zones, on 
the outskirts of Seattle in a 
semi-industrial area next to a 
row of car lots. The parking was 
easy, the store was open late and 

was very well-lit, crisply clean and 
meticulously organized. The staff 
was young, pleasant and, above all, 
knowledgeable. The prices were sti�  
but not outlandish. It occurred to me 
it was like being in a hyper-normal-
ized, small, upscale supermarket.

But something else occurs to me 
now. Maybe when my Liberal polit-
ician pal called to get my advice, he 
was using me as a reverse barometer. 
Maybe, knowing my talent for con-
troversy, whichever way I said to go, 
he’d made up his mind to do the op-
posite. In that case, I’m the father of 
Canadian same-sex marriage.

I’ll take it. 

Chapter 56
Marijuana Revisited 
Is the country finally going 

to pot? Here’s hoping  
By Moses Znaimer 
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T HIS PAST JULY, 
just About 10 years 
ago, I got an inter-
esting phone call 
from a politician at 
the highest level of 

the Paul Martin government then in 
charge in Ottawa, who also happened 
to be a good and personal friend of 
mine. He knew where I stood on cer-
tain social issues and had a question 
for me. “Moses,” he asked, “the Party 
has decided it can’t do both: legalize 
marijuana or legalize same-sex mar-
riage. Which one should it be?”  

Without a second’s hesitation, I 
said, marijuana. I supported same-
sex marriage wholeheartedly but 
� rst, I told my pal, the government 
would impact many more people with 
the marijuana move. Second, because 
of the thousands who were still be-
ing charged and harassed and jailed 
for small amounts of marijuana pos-
session, the negative consequences 
of marijuana use were far more dire 
than the downside of being denied 
legal same-sex marriage. Finally, I 
said, we’re talking big money into 
public co� ers for all manner of good 
works if we legalize and tax instead 
of handing a multi-billion dollar tax-
free industry to the Hell’s Angels. 

I also had had personal experience 
with the non-recreational bene� ts of 
marijuana. When an old knee injury 
from my squash playing days � ared 
up enough to interfere with my sleep, 
my doctor prescribed a new high-
ly touted anti-in� ammatory. Three 
months later I woke up to a head-
line in the morning paper that read: 

“Vioxx [which hadn’t helped my pain 
at all] can kill you.” In the meantime, 
I knew that a pu�  or two was enough 
to take the top o�  my discomfort and 
let me sleep. So the synthetic pharma-
ceutical that didn’t work and could kill 
me was legal, while the natural herb 
that worked and wouldn’t kill me was 
illegal.  As a result, I became involved 
in the medical marijuana cause and 
an advocate for legalization in gener-
al. Which is why I repeated my choice 
to my politician friend. “Marijuana,” 
I said again. “That’s my advice.”

Of course, the Liberals chose same-
sex marriage, and the rest is hist-
ory. At once, Canada became one of 
the most advanced countries in the 
world in terms of recognition of al-
ternative lifestyles and one of the 
most con� icted in the realm of ma-
rijuana. When a third controversial 
social issue came recently to the fore, 
Assistance in Dying, the country in-
itially dithered the same way it did 
with cannabis, with naysayers apply-
ing the same sorts of slippery-slope 
objections to legalization. This past 
spring, I revisited assisted suicide 
to see whether the dire warnings of 
its opponents had been borne out 
in Washington State and Oregon 
where the practice had become legal-
ized and regulated. They hadn’t and, 
shortly after my column appeared, 
the Supreme Court of Canada threw 
out the federal law proscribing phys-
ician-assisted suicide, opening the 
door to its legalization here, too. So 
now seems like the perfect time to re-
visit the marijuana issue: to consider 
the Canadian status quo, particular-
ly with medical marijuana; to check 
back on the American experience 
so far; and to ask that exasperating 
question again – why is it that this 
natural plant, which should be so 
much less of a hot button than same-
sex marriage or assisted suicide, still 

remains the taboo of taboos?
It was back in the year 2000 that the 

Supreme Court ruled that Canadians 
had a constitutional right to use can-
nabis as a medicine and required 
Health Canada to make medical ma-
rijuana available to the general pub-
lic. At that point, Health Canada ap-
pointed a single provider, Prairie 
Plant Systems (which was owned in 
part by a company called Cannasat, 
of which – full disclosure – I was 
chairman for a while). The condi-
tions imposed by Health Canada 
were stringent and self-defeating. 
For one, they insisted on extremely 
low levels of THC in the product. The 
ine� ective ground-up and mulched-
down result ended up earning Health 
Canada a terrible reputation as a 
cannabis provider. I remember say-
ing  “They’re going to go down in his-
tory as the only people who couldn’t 
give marijuana away.”1  

Eventually, Health Canada in-
creased the permissible THC lev-
els to the point where the product 
became somewhat effective. The 
problem then became how di�  cult it 
was for a patient to actually pur-
chase it. Complicated forms had to 
be � lled out, and you needed a pre-
scription from a doctor which, at the 
time, the colleges governing doctors 
were reluctant to let them provide, 
citing lack of quali� ed research and 
fear of the law. 

Today, more doctors are willing to 
write prescriptions, but a bottleneck 
remains. The biggest di� erence is the 
increase in the number of medical 
marijuana providers Health Canada 
has licensed; from one to close to two 
dozen today, located in all parts of 
the country with, apparently, more 
to come. But there’s a caveat. In the 
previous single legal provider regime, 
a person who had a doctor’s endorse-
ment could also grow a limited num-

ber of his own plants or get someone 
else with a green thumb to grow for 
her. In the new multi-provider sys-
tem, individuals are not allowed to 
grow their own. This attempted re-
striction led immediately to a lawsuit, 
which is now wending its way through 
the courts. Medical marijuana users 
who grow their own argue that they’re 
being forced to forsake a reliable low-
cost option (growing the strain that 
works for them for pennies a gram) to 
buy unknown product from a provid-
er who is charging $7 and $10 a gram. 
For people on a � xed income or 
with a disability, the financial 
squeeze can be untenable.

It appears to be the euphoria 
component in marijuana that 
the government fears the most. 
In a country where, since 2003, a 
majority of citizens have consist-
ently said they favour legalization 
and see marijuana as less harmful 
than alcohol, their government 
is bizarrely opposed. The stance 
seems to be: “If you’re really, 
really sick and you can prove to 
us that nothing else works, then 
with great reluctance and after 
making you jump through hoops, 
we will let you have the medicine 
that works for you. But, should you, 
God forbid, enjoy yourself in the pro-
cess, we’ll throw you in jail!” That, 
excuse me, is one screwed-up mind-
set. It’s also inaccurate. Not only has 
THC been shown in several studies to 
have its own therapeutic bene� ts but, 
as any chronic-pain su� erer knows, 
distraction is a treatment in itself. 
Euphoria can be part of the cure. If 

you’re in intractable pain, if you’re ex-
periencing constant nausea, if you’re 
grinding your way through a round of 
cancer treatment and there is a sub-
stance that with just a few inhalations 
(or sips or chews or swallows) can get 
your mind o�  the pain and give you re-
lief even brie� y, why should our laws 
begrudge that? 

No one knows better how much 
hogwash there is in the frequently 
hysterical propaganda spread about 
marijuana than the generation of 
whom it has been said, tongue-in-

cheek, that they “invented” mari-
juana: baby boomers.  

Baby boomers know that it’s pos-
sible to smoke a joint, have an in-
sight or a laugh, get the munchies 
and not end up in the gutter or en-
gaged in a life of crime. Boomers are 
also the people – increasingly prone 
as they are to aches and pains – who 
are most open to the idea of using 
marijuana as medicine.  

And if the government won’t take it 
from boomers, let them take it from 
the Americans. On Jan. 1, 2014, the 
sale of personal-use marijuana for 
adults 21 and older was fully legal-
ized in the state of Colorado. Six 

months later, the overall crime rate 
in Colorado was down 10.1 per cent 
from the previous year, violent crime 
down 5.2 per cent. (The prevailing 
explanation is that police no longer 
tasked with arresting pot-smokers 
and sellers had more time to deal 
with serious crime.) On St. Patrick’s 
Day in 2014, Colorado police charged 
450 people with driving under the 
in� uence of alcohol, three with driv-
ing under in� uence of cannabis. In 
the � rst half of the year, Colorado’s 
marijuana industry generated $20 

million in state taxes and fees, 
with the projected figure for 
year-end between $60 and $100 
million. Tourism was up in the 
state, and 10,000 people were 
employed in its 2,000 licenced 
marijuana stores.  

This past summer, I visited 
one such store, not in Colorado 
but in Washington State, which 
legalized marijuana sale in 
November 2012. The shop was 
located in one of the “mari-
juana-designated” zones, on 
the outskirts of Seattle in a 
semi-industrial area next to a 
row of car lots. The parking was 
easy, the store was open late and 

was very well-lit, crisply clean and 
meticulously organized. The staff 
was young, pleasant and, above all, 
knowledgeable. The prices were sti�  
but not outlandish. It occurred to me 
it was like being in a hyper-normal-
ized, small, upscale supermarket.

But something else occurs to me 
now. Maybe when my Liberal polit-
ician pal called to get my advice, he 
was using me as a reverse barometer. 
Maybe, knowing my talent for con-
troversy, whichever way I said to go, 
he’d made up his mind to do the op-
posite. In that case, I’m the father of 
Canadian same-sex marriage.

I’ll take it. 

Chapter 56
Marijuana Revisited 
Is the country finally going 

to pot? Here’s hoping  
By Moses Znaimer 

 COMING NEXT ISSUE: TAKING STOCK, SUMMING UP, LOOKING AHEAD

“Mother, are you sure your 
marijuana is purely medicinal?” 

CA
RT

O
O

N
, R

O
YS

TO
N

 R
O

BE
RT

SO
N

/C
AR

TO
O

N
ST

O
CK

.C
O

M

1THIS ISSUE OF ZOOMER MAGAZINE CONTAINS AN 
EDUCATIONALLY ORIENTED DOUBLE-PAGE SPREAD 
PAID FOR BY CANNIMED, THE FIRST OF THE NEWLY 
LICENCED MEDICAL MARIJUANA PRODUCTION AND 
DISTRIBUTION COMPANIES UNDER THE MARIHUANA 
FOR MEDICAL PURPOSES REGULATIONS. BECAUSE 
CANNIMED’S ORIENTATION AND PROCEDURES ARE 
SO DEEPLY SCIENCE-BASED AND ITS MANAGEMENT 
SO EXPERIENCED IN MEDICAL APPLICATIONS, CARP 
HAS CONFERRED ON IT “CARP RECOMMENDED” 
SEAL OF APPROVAL.

Zoomer Philosophy 7sb.indd   12-13 2015-11-10   2:50 PM



162

Prophet of Zoom 1sb.indd   90 2015-09-24   10:50 AM



163



164

THE ZOOMER      PHILOSOPHY

 THIS PAST SEPTEM-
BER a young editor 
at Playboy maga-
zine walked nerv-
ously into the dining 
room of the Playboy 

Mansion in Los Angeles and 
told Hugh Hefner, 89 and still 
editor-in-chief, that he thought 
the time had come for Playboy 
to stop publishing pictures of 
naked women. Hefner agreed, 
and the unthinkable happened. 
As of this coming March, Play-
boy’s print edition will continue 
to include shots of women in 
“provocative poses” – but none 
will be completely nude.  

For this chapter, No. 57, the 
Playboy bombshell is both ap-
propriate and ironic. I initially 
modelled my Zoomer Philoso-
phy on the monthly column Hef-
ner himself, 36 at the time, wrote 
during the early ’60s. As I noted in 
the very � rst chapter of my e� ort, 
Hefner’s Playboy Philosophy (which 
ran for only 25 issues) was often 
pedantic and long-winded enough 
to make you wonder if the guy with 
the satin bathrobe and pipe had any 
sense of humour at all. But despite its 
� aws, it had a revolutionary mission: 
to create a powerful enough Zeitgeist 
to break what he considered the last 
taboo of his day – sex. 

“Half a century later,” I wrote in 
Chapter 1, “a new philosophy is re-
quired because a new last taboo is 
on the horizon. The last taboo of our 
age, I � rmly believe, is no longer sex – 

but age and aging. Aging is sex for the 
new millennium, the topic we don’t 
discuss openly, the thing that hap-
pens to other people behind closed 
doors. In deference to this last taboo, 
people of age have been denied their 
right, in the popular mindset, to sen-
suality, to adventure, to any uncon-
ventionality that can’t be smiled at 
fondly by a condescending universe. 
Older people today aren’t ‘allowed’ 
to be dangerously irreverent, rel-
evantly wise, politically signi� cant 
or, most scandalous of all, control-

ling agents in our own decline and 
death. Like Ralph Ellison’s Invisible 
Man, we have become an invisible 
demographic. And like Rodney Dan-
ger� eld’s pop-eyed everyman, older 
people today ‘don’t get no respect.’”

So in the face of all that, I threw 
down my own gauntlet in the spirit 
of Hef’s Philosophy. Ergo, it’s � tting 
that at the same time that Playboy 
is shifting gears and entering a new 
phase to stay relevant, we at Zoomer 
magazine are planning something of 
the same: some redesign of the maga-
zine in general and a “re-branding” 
of my space, this space, in particular.  

Why now? Well, like Playboy, 

Zoomer has been instrumental in 
winning a major battle, too. Play-
boy’s “victory” is everywhere ap-
parent: not only has sex in the age 
of the Internet become mainstream 
and readily available, in fact it’s be-
come rampant and more explicit 
than anything Playboy ever im-
agined. “You’re now one click away 
from every sex act imaginable, for 
free,” Playboy’s chief executive Scott 
Flanders recently said. “That battle 
has been fought and won.”  

To a degree, we’re in the same pos-
ition. At precisely the moment 
when doom and gloom about 
legacy media, radio and TV and, 
particularly, print is at its high-
est, we’re being vindicated at 
every turn – readership up, rat-
ings up and, most dramatic-
ally, real in� uence and respect 
for our demographic in society 
and in politics, up! I’ve already 
pointed out in a previous chap-
ter the unprecedented attention 
that was paid to our aging co-
horts during the recent federal 
election. Swayed � nally by the ir-
refutable truth that our gang, by 
dint of absolute numbers and ac-
tual voting behaviour, is the most 

consistent and powerful ballot-box 
demographic in the country, each 
party approached CARP, the nation-
al advocacy association that I head, 
with speci� c, substantial promises 
bene� ting seniors. That concentrat-
ed courtship was a welcome � rst and 
more evidence that we’re well into 
winning our battle – but only time 
will tell. Playboy and Hefner had 60 
years to � ght their � ght and assess 
the impact; the Zoomer/CARP part-
nership is only seven years into the 
� ght. If we pause now to take stock 
(and maybe a bow), it’s only a tem-
porary hiatus.

I also have another more personal 

reason for wanting to refresh and
re-charge. I’m as surprised as any-
one to �nd myself at Chapter 57 be-
cause I originally intended to write
only 10. I had the sequence all lined
up, �rst to last chapter. I planned
to open on historical attitudes to
aging and end with dying with dig-
nity, which I thought would be our
most controversial topic. Chapter
9 would be about marijuana, the
second most controversial.1 But the
�rst 10 chapters came and went, and
I realized that I had more to say and
that people wanted to hear it.
(Our editorial department tells
me that the Zoomer Philosophy
is consistently one of the best-
read, most-responded-to spaces
in the magazine.) Still, as we
proceeded to and passed Chap-
ters 20 and 30 and 40, it started
to become harder and harder to
�gure out what, as we say in this
business, the “Next” was. Late-
ly, the “tyranny” of �lling those
two pages has begun to chafe,
so I’ve decided to take a bit of a
break. This means that when I
reappear in the New Year with
new opinions in hand, I’ll most
likely be joining the “Prophet of 
Zoom” on the magazine’s back page,
blending philosophy with proph-
ecy – and a good yuk now and then.
But now I’ll get the last word (or the
�rst, if you happen to read maga-
zines back to front, which more
than a few people do).

The question is, what will that last
or �rst word be? An editorial, a ser-
mon, a cartoon? One thing it will def-
initely be is a challenge – for those
who have promised us things in this
past election. Now that the dust has

settled, an important part of our
mission has to be to make sure the
new government delivers, i.e., that
the commitments they’ve made �nd
their way into legislation and ac-
tion. Advocacy that holds people to
account may not seem quite as sexy
as overtly confronting a villain, but
as the people at Playboy realized,
full frontal nudity isn’t always the
best strategy. Something a bit more
subtle might be called for now, in a
less combative time.

Not that there’s a lack of battles

to �ght. On the political front, we
need improvements to the CPP
and a national home-care strategy
among other desirables. Socially,
it’s a di�erent kind of struggle. For
example, while the adversaries who 
have traditionally dismissed us as
being obsolete may be on the run,
there are plenty of pundits who
will tell you that our cultural touch-
stones, things we’ve grown up with
and identify with, are on their way
to certain obsolescence. One of
these is print journalism, notably
actual paper and ink magazines like 
the one you’re reading now. As I’ve
already noted, at Zoomer, this sup-

posed irrelevance is decidedly not
the case. All our readership metrics 
are rising, not falling. Why, then, is 
this “misconception” so important? 
Because there’s more than one way
of rendering a group of people in-
visible; for example, to claim – pre-
maturely as it turns out – that the
things they love are disappearing.
I’m a huge fan of novel technology as
anyone who has attended my ideacity
conference can attest: I have lots of 
electronic devices, and screens are
everywhere in my life. But, like a lot 

of you I suspect, I still read best 
from a printed page and think
best when I can write notes in
the margins with a pen. Photo-
graphs as objects, something
physical you put on a wall or in
an album or in a magazine are
part of our generation’s collect-
ive memory. All of this, is seems 
to me, is worth preserving. 

That’s just one cause, a cur-
rent favourite of mine. I’m sure
many of you have your own. So
I’m taking this opportunity to
put out a call for suggestions for
a new Mission Statement, chal-
lenges to our demographic that
you think still need to be ad-

dressed, that might have been over-
looked or obscured by the large and
obvious issues that have occupied us
up to now. I’m not looking so much
for a last word about where we have
come from but a �rst word on where
we, as pioneers in aging, can go from
here. So please, send me any ideas
or activist concerns you might like
to see me address in the future. Not
only will you be helping me set our
“Next” agenda, you’ll also be a part-
ner in creating a new kind of maga-
zine destination altogether: a last
page that is also a �rst page.

It might even turn out better than
a centrefold. 

Chapter 57
Summing Up, 
Taking Stock 

To everything there is a 
season. So what’s next? 

By Moses Znaimer 

COMING NEXT ISSUE: THE FIRST LAST PAGE

“What do you get the man
who appreciates nothing?”

“It’s for the woman who has everything 
except a man who knows what she wants.” 
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1 HOW CO-INCIDENTAL IS IT THAT ON THE HEELS OF
THE SUPREME COURT DECISION PAVING THE WAY
FOR ASSISTED SUICIDE, WE NOW HAVE A PRIME
MINISTER WHO APPEARS TO BE IN FAVOUR OF
LEGALIZING CANNABIS?
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 THIS PAST SEPTEM-
BER a young editor
at Playboy maga-
zine walked nerv-
ously into the dining
room of the Playboy

Mansion in Los Angeles and
told Hugh Hefner, 89 and still
editor-in-chief, that he thought
the time had come for Playboy
to stop publishing pictures of
naked women. Hefner agreed,
and the unthinkable happened.
As of this coming March, Play-
boy’s print edition will continue
to include shots of women in
“provocative poses” – but none
will be completely nude.

For this chapter, No. 57, the
Playboy bombshell is both ap-
propriate and ironic. I initially
modelled my Zoomer Philoso-
phy on the monthly column Hef-
ner himself, 36 at the time, wrote
during the early ’60s. As I noted in
the very �rst chapter of my e�ort,
Hefner’s Playboy Philosophy (which
ran for only 25 issues) was often
pedantic and long-winded enough
to make you wonder if the guy with
the satin bathrobe and pipe had any
sense of humour at all. But despite its
�aws, it had a revolutionary mission:
to create a powerful enough Zeitgeist
to break what he considered the last
taboo of his day – sex.

“Half a century later,” I wrote in
Chapter 1, “a new philosophy is re-
quired because a new last taboo is
on the horizon. The last taboo of our
age, I �rmly believe, is no longer sex –

but age and aging. Aging is sex for the
new millennium, the topic we don’t
discuss openly, the thing that hap-
pens to other people behind closed
doors. In deference to this last taboo,
people of age have been denied their
right, in the popular mindset, to sen-
suality, to adventure, to any uncon-
ventionality that can’t be smiled at
fondly by a condescending universe.
Older people today aren’t ‘allowed’
to be dangerously irreverent, rel-
evantly wise, politically signi�cant
or, most scandalous of all, control-

ling agents in our own decline and
death. Like Ralph Ellison’s Invisible
Man, we have become an invisible
demographic. And like Rodney Dan-
ger�eld’s pop-eyed everyman, older
people today ‘don’t get no respect.’”

So in the face of all that, I threw
down my own gauntlet in the spirit
of Hef’s Philosophy. Ergo, it’s �tting
that at the same time that Playboy
is shifting gears and entering a new
phase to stay relevant, we at Zoomer
magazine are planning something of
the same: some redesign of the maga-
zine in general and a “re-branding”
of my space, this space, in particular.

Why now? Well, like Playboy, 

Zoomer has been instrumental in
winning a major battle, too. Play-
boy’s “victory” is everywhere ap-
parent: not only has sex in the age
of the Internet become mainstream
and readily available, in fact it’s be-
come rampant and more explicit
than anything Playboy ever im-
agined. “You’re now one click away
from every sex act imaginable, for
free,” Playboy’s chief executive Scott
Flanders recently said. “That battle
has been fought and won.”

To a degree, we’re in the same pos-
ition. At precisely the moment
when doom and gloom about
legacy media, radio and TV and,
particularly, print is at its high-
est, we’re being vindicated at
every turn – readership up, rat-
ings up and, most dramatic-
ally, real in�uence and respect
for our demographic in society
and in politics, up! I’ve already
pointed out in a previous chap-
ter the unprecedented attention
that was paid to our aging co-
horts during the recent federal
election. Swayed �nally by the ir-
refutable truth that our gang, by
dint of absolute numbers and ac-
tual voting behaviour, is the most

consistent and powerful ballot-box
demographic in the country, each
party approached CARP, the nation-
al advocacy association that I head,
with speci�c, substantial promises
bene�ting seniors. That concentrat-
ed courtship was a welcome �rst and
more evidence that we’re well into
winning our battle – but only time
will tell. Playboy and Hefner had 60
years to �ght their �ght and assess
the impact; the Zoomer/CARP part-
nership is only seven years into the 
�ght. If we pause now to take stock
(and maybe a bow), it’s only a tem-
porary hiatus.

I also have another more personal

reason for wanting to refresh and 
re-charge. I’m as surprised as any-
one to � nd myself at Chapter 57 be-
cause I originally intended to write 
only 10. I had the sequence all lined 
up, � rst to last chapter. I planned 
to open on historical attitudes to 
aging and end with dying with dig-
nity, which I thought would be our 
most controversial topic. Chapter 
9 would be about marijuana, the 
second most controversial.1  But the 
� rst 10 chapters came and went, and 
I realized that I had more to say and 
that people wanted to hear it. 
(Our editorial department tells 
me that the Zoomer Philosophy 
is consistently one of the best-
read, most-responded-to spaces 
in the magazine.) Still, as we 
proceeded to and passed Chap-
ters 20 and 30 and 40, it started 
to become harder and harder to 
� gure out what, as we say in this 
business, the “Next” was. Late-
ly, the “tyranny” of � lling those 
two pages has begun to chafe, 
so I’ve decided to take a bit of a 
break. This means that when I 
reappear in the New Year with 
new opinions in hand, I’ll most 
likely be joining the “Prophet of 
Zoom” on the magazine’s back page, 
blending philosophy with proph-
ecy – and a good yuk now and then. 
But now I’ll get the last word (or the 
� rst, if you happen to read maga-
zines back to front, which more 
than a few people do).

The question is, what will that last 
or � rst word be? An editorial, a ser-
mon, a cartoon? One thing it will def-
initely be is a challenge – for those 
who have promised us things in this 
past election. Now that the dust has 

settled, an important part of our 
mission has to be to make sure the 
new government delivers, i.e., that 
the commitments they’ve made � nd 
their way into legislation and ac-
tion. Advocacy that holds people to 
account may not seem quite as sexy 
as overtly confronting a villain, but 
as the people at Playboy realized, 
full frontal nudity isn’t always the 
best strategy. Something a bit more 
subtle might be called for now, in a 
less combative time.  

Not that there’s a lack of battles 

to � ght. On the political front, we 
need improvements to the CPP 
and a national home-care strategy 
among other desirables. Socially, 
it’s a di� erent kind of struggle. For 
example, while the adversaries who 
have traditionally dismissed us as 
being obsolete may be on the run, 
there are plenty of pundits who 
will tell you that our cultural touch-
stones, things we’ve grown up with 
and identify with, are on their way 
to certain obsolescence. One of 
these is print journalism, notably 
actual paper and ink magazines like 
the one you’re reading now. As I’ve 
already noted, at Zoomer, this sup-

posed irrelevance is decidedly not 
the case. All our readership metrics 
are rising, not falling. Why, then, is 
this “misconception” so important? 
Because there’s more than one way 
of rendering a group of people in-
visible; for example, to claim – pre-
maturely as it turns out – that the 
things they love are disappearing.  
I’m a huge fan of novel technology as 
anyone who has attended my ideacity 
conference can attest: I have lots of 
electronic devices, and screens are 
everywhere in my life. But, like a lot 

of you I suspect, I still read best 
from a printed page and think 
best when I can write notes in 
the margins with a pen. Photo-
graphs as objects, something 
physical you put on a wall or in 
an album or in a magazine are 
part of our generation’s collect-
ive memory. All of this, is seems 
to me, is worth preserving. 

That’s just one cause, a cur-
rent favourite of mine. I’m sure 
many of you have your own. So 
I’m taking this opportunity to 
put out a call for suggestions for 
a new Mission Statement, chal-
lenges to our demographic that 
you think still need to be ad-

dressed, that might have been over-
looked or obscured by the large and 
obvious issues that have occupied us 
up to now. I’m not looking so much 
for a last word about where we have 
come from but a � rst word on where 
we, as pioneers in aging, can go from 
here. So please, send me any ideas 
or activist concerns you might like 
to see me address in the future. Not 
only will you be helping me set our 
“Next” agenda, you’ll also be a part-
ner in creating a new kind of maga-
zine destination altogether: a last 
page that is also a � rst page.

It might even turn out better than 
a centrefold. 

Chapter 57
Summing Up,
Taking Stock

To everything there is a
season. So what’s next?

By Moses Znaimer

 COMING NEXT ISSUE: THE FIRST LAST PAGE

“What do you get the man 
who appreciates nothing?” 

“It’s for the woman who has everything
except a man who knows what she wants.”
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1 HOW CO-INCIDENTAL IS IT THAT ON THE HEELS OF 
THE SUPREME COURT DECISION PAVING THE WAY 
FOR ASSISTED SUICIDE, WE NOW HAVE A PRIME 
MINISTER WHO APPEARS TO BE IN FAVOUR OF 
LEGALIZING CANNABIS?

12 – DECEMBER 2015/JANUARY 2016  everythingzoomer.com





167




