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                                   Interview: Celebrating Life After 60 

Dr. Berta Parrish is a longtime educator, writer and workshop leader. In Wise Woman’s Way (Morro Press, 2007), she uses her background in Jungian psychology and transformative learning to explore the uncharted territory of life after 60. With refreshing candor and thought-provoking analysis, she offers possibilities for growing old with purpose and passion.

AHB reached Dr. Parrish in Morro Bay, California.

Ruth Dempsey: Wise Woman’s Way suggests there is an art to living life after 60. Right?

Berta Parrish: Yes, thankfully there is an art to growing older. By seeing the transition to old age as a rite of passage, as an initiation, we choose the beliefs that determine how we perceive and experience aging. And this process of making conscious, rather than unconscious choices is highly poetic and creative. It includes self-discovery through images, symbols and metaphors.

RD: You write: “I did not want the retirement scenario of my parents or grandparents. On the other hand, I did not want to defy my natural aging process in unhealthy ways.” Can you please elaborate? 

BP: The attitudes and behaviors of my youth no longer served my changing body and future. I had no positive role models. My grandparents lived on a farm and were quite old fashioned. My father was unhappy in retirement and my mother was a traditional homemaker who was clueless when widowed. 

When I looked around at how other women aged, I discovered two reactions. One group aged naturally with gradually graying hair and wrinkling faces, while the other delayed the aging process with cosmetic surgery and anti-aging products. The research suggests I 

can anticipate a healthier life and more years than previous generations. I decided to honor the physical and emotional changes that come with these bonus years, instead of feeling shame and anger. I want to celebrate my life, all of it. That includes the wrinkles and the extra inches.

RD: You say life after 60 offers new opportunities to examine, to expand and to transform our stories. Is that right? 

BP: Definitely. With new perspectives, we experience life differently. This is where discovering and relating to the wise woman archetype can influence our lives. In myths and folklore, the wise woman sorts the various options, synthesizes existing knowledge, discerns the best alternative and solves the problems of her people. From Grandmother Spider, who weaves a web to steal the fire, to Hecate, who supports bewildered travelers at the crossroads, to Cerridwen who constantly recycles the cosmic soup.  
Inspired by these stories and guided by our inner wisdom, we re-examine and reinterpret our experiences to find the underlying pattern of our unique life story. We can then clarify our priorities and choose what we (not others) want to do with our time, talents and energies.
RD: You seem to say there are no easy fixes. In fact, you emphasize the importance of inner work?

BP: That’s right. To fully enjoy my remaining years, I must integrate the underdeveloped and darker aspects of my personality. Relating to spontaneous images from the unconscious by reflecting, writing, drawing and paying attention to my dreams brings the unknown into my awareness.

I have found personifying and then dialoguing with troublesome emotions to be the most beneficial form of inner work for me. I have listened to and negotiated with the “little girl” who needs security, the adventurous “gypsy” who treasures spontaneity, the “professor” who wants stability and the “explorer” who thrives on the unknown. This brings harmony.

RD: You also highlight the need for ritual. Why is it important? 

BP: I think most western cultures underestimate the power of ritual. But ritual can help us live more vibrantly. It enhances meaning and satisfaction in every day life. And it deepens our connections to others and especially to the divine. 

Personal rituals are the most powerful. For instance, I have established rituals for my writing practice. I light a candle, play inspirational music and offer a prayer of
invocation and thanksgiving. These simple acts announce my intention and energize my efforts. They focus my concentration and create a sacred space for inspiration and guidance.  

RD: Each of the 10 chapters in the book covers a specific life theme. And each chapter contains reflective exercises, art activities and action steps. You describe the book as a mentor in print. Why this format?

BP: As I mentioned earlier, I had no guides or gurus for a fulfilling late life. So I set out to find an alternative vision for growing older. I hope my book acts as a mentor guiding other women through readings, reflective exercises and action steps to a life-changing entry into this third stage of life. 

RD: You give the nod to your husband Wayne, noting “his knowledge of the examined life.” Do you think women and men negotiate this phase of life differently?
BP: I do believe it’s harder for men to make a successful transition from the workplace to elder identity. As well as working, many women are involved in caregiving or volunteer work. However, most men focus primarily on their careers, gaining respect and self-esteem from their performance on the job. When they retire, they are frequently depressed, having lost both power and purpose and with no significant post-retirement roles available. Therefore, I think, both men and women can benefit from a formal, sanctioned initiation into the next stage of life. 

RD: Finally, gerontologist Ken Dychtwald reminds us, “A boomer turns 60 every eight seconds today.” Any tips for them?

BP: Certainly. The years after 60 can be a marvelous time of life. Let go of old fears and limitations. Try journaling, meditation, prayer and dreamwork. 

Finally, focus on the things you are really passionate about. And share these with your family and community. In short, walk with the wise woman.

                   Report: Trading In the Rocking Chair For Life on the Road

They are not rich and not particularly healthy. Yet every year, increasing numbers of older Australians take to the road. 

They climb into caravans and motor homes and travel thousands of kilometers through the Australian Outback.

The Australian grey nomads                            

“Grey nomads” come from all parts of Australia. They travel mostly in couples, although there are some singles also.

They are on the road for at least three months at a time. Typically, they travel all year, returning home briefly over Christmas to see the family. About 20 per cent plan to travel for at least two years, or indefinitely. 

For 10 weeks, researchers Jenny Onyx (University of Technology, Sydney) and Rosemary Leonard (University of Western Sydney) followed the nomads around Australia. They stopped at national parks, camping sites, bush camps and commercial 

caravan parks. The researchers interviewed more than 400 individuals and 26 travelling groups. They collected 216 questionnaires.

The study findings are published in the International Journal of Aging and Human Development (Vol. 64, Number 4, 2007).

On the road 

According to the researchers, most grey nomads hit the road following a health scare or the loss of a loved one. Some nomads saw close friends die suddenly from a heart attack and realized it was time to move while the opportunity was still there.

Nearly half of those interviewed sold their homes to finance the trip. Many survive on a pension. Some support themselves by means of periodic casual jobs.

The nomads are Anglo-Australians, who have lived most of their working lives in Australia. Age-wise, they are over 50. Some are in their 70s. 

They realize life on the road is risky. There is the danger of mechanical failure or a medical emergency far from immediate help. Most have an emergency plan in place. Importantly, they have decided the risks are worth it.

Rewards of the open road

The rewards far outshine the risks, according to these older Australians. They include freedom, new friendships, adventure, learning and improved health.

· Freedom: Grey nomads revel in the freedom to go where they will. One 62-year-old male says: “There’s still a lot of frontiers left. You can go out in the desert, be miles away from anywhere and you can go places with a 4WD that not too many other people have been . . . It’s fantastic.”

· New friends: The opportunity to meet new people is the most positive part of the experience. “We find we meet different people – more free spirits,” one 70-year-old male says. Relationships vary widely from casual acquaintance to life-long friendships. Travellers share tips on free camping areas and the best fuel stops. They help each other with repairs. “There’s always people going past,” one 63-year-old male says. “Actually I helped a man the other day. He had trouble with his battery.” 

· Adventure: There is the adventure of finding places never seen before. And wonder in the beauty and vastness of the country. “It’s your own history,” as one 68-year-old male put it. “If you live in suburbia, whether Sydney or Melbourne, 
 you haven’t got a clue what the Gulf of Carpentaria even might look like, or the type   

 of people that might live there.” 
· Learning: The learning is partly about learning new facts of geophysics, botany and history. As one 69-year-old man says: “I paint as I travel, learning about the culture, the history, the geography, the animals, the birds. I’ve taken hundreds and hundreds of photos of different birds of which I do painting . . . some are in galleries.” 

And the learning is partly about an inner journey. One 69-year-old woman   traveling alone explains: “I’m learning a lot by myself. Last trip was an outside trip but I find this time it’s an inside trip and while they always have a bit of both, this one I learnt more about me than I did on the last one . . . I’ve always pushed my limits so that’s another one.” 

· Health dividend: The majority of interviewees reported improved health since adopting the grey nomad lifestyle. Most mentioned less stress, others the opportunity to follow the warmer weather. 

Rewriting the script for aging
Grey nomads acknowledge the losses that come with poor health, reduced capacity to earn, and a family that no longer needs them. But nomads don’t want to live out their days at home.

According to the study authors, grey nomads choose instead to take positive active control of their lives regardless of financial and health conditions. And in doing so, they rewrite society’s script for aging.

                          New Book: Are You Ready For Your Encore Career?

Encore: Finding Work That Matters in the Second Half of Life (Public Affairs 2007) charts the changing landscape of retirement and challenges baby boomers to build a better world through an encore career.

The author, Marc Freedman, is founder and CEO of Civic Ventures, a non-profit think tank in the United States. The author of Prime Time, Freedman spearheaded the creation of The Purpose Prize, awarded annually to Americans over 60 who make significant contributions to quality of life in the community.

Freedman outlines key points in Encore: 

The golden years: In the early decades of the 20th century, a set of powerful economic and social forces combined to create the postwar golden years model of retirement. Retirement became a coveted life phase, inspiring dreams of freedom and leisure. Millions dropped out of the labour market as soon as they could. In the United States in 

1950, nearly half the men over 65 remained in the workforce. By 2000, less than 18 per cent were still working.

Shifting visions: Today, new forces are shaping society. The dramatic extension of life and health late in the last century and today has forced a rethink of the middle years and late years.

American baby boomers are deferring retirement. In fact, four out of five consistently tell researchers they expect to keep working into their golden years. And among those who plan to keep working, nearly two out of three expect to change fields, according to a study by Merrill Lynch.

Some workers need the money. After all, few individuals can finance retirements ranging over several decades. Besides, large numbers of workers were forced out of the labour force in recent years, through job loss.

There’s another reason. This powerful group – 77 million strong – wants work that makes a difference in the world. Of those aged 50 to 59, nearly 60 per cent say they are interested in reordering priorities to put social impact front and centre, according to a New Face of Work study. In addition, boomers rank teaching, nursing and childcare in the top 10 most popular post-retirement occupations, according to a survey by the American Association of Retired Persons.

Another factor influencing workers is desire for “purposeful relationships.” Respondents show a preference for relationships built around work and collective accomplishments to the purely social connections common in retirement, according to a New Face of Work study.

Encore career

Freedman describes an “encore” career that entails a significant body of work, extending over 15 or 20 years. The encore career takes place in the second half of life, following a first or primary career. Ideally, it involves some type of pay or benefits. Finally, the encore career is fired by a search for meaning and a desire to contribute to the common good.

Take Jacqueline Khan, for example. Khan was in her 50s when she retired from her job as truant officer at the Detroit Board of Education. By then, she had already started working on her nursing degree. After graduation, she landed a position in the cardiac intensive care unit at the Level One Trauma Hospital in Detroit. She thrives on the drama and excitement of the job and the opportunity to keep her mind sharp. Now 64, she has no plans to retire. 

“I keep my eye on those Doctors Without Borders,” says Khan. “I think I have the physical stamina to do it. I wouldn’t mind going to some of these different countries and having an entirely different lifestyle.” 

According to Freedman the encore career offers people like Khan: “continued income, purposeful connections, and the promise of purpose and significance in the second half of life.”

New polices for new times

But the encore phenomenon can’t be left to individuals like Khan; the author argues that society must do its part.

Freedman calls for a new approach to public policy for this stage of life. In the final chapter of the book, he offers concrete suggestions. These include removing disincentives for working, such as reduced Social Security, and introducing a national sabbatical – a “gap year” – for midlife individuals completing primary careers and beginning to plan the next chapter.

Thinking about your own encore?

Here are some questions from the author to get you started:
· How would you like to spend the next five or 10 or 20 years?

· What community, national or global problems concern you the most?

· How much income do you need to earn? 

· Do you want to remain in your present field or explore something new? 

· Do you want to work for an existing organization or start your own? 

· Are you willing to update, perhaps go back to school?

· Don’t be in a hurry to make a decision. Check around. Talk to others. Try out several options. 
                        UK Physician Launches Time Bank to Help Patients

Last August, the UK Inquiry into Mental Health and Well-being in Later Life issued its final report, Improving Services and Support for Older People With Mental Health Problems.

According to the report, mental health problems in later life are not inevitable. Depression, for example, is preventable and treatable. But current services are often inadequate. 

The report gave the “thumbs up” to Rushey Green Time Bank for work dealing with depression in older adults. The time bank is located in a general practice in Lewisham, south east London. It is the brainchild of Dr. Richard Byng. 

We wanted to learn more, so AHB caught up with Dr. Byng in London.
Ruth Dempsey: What inspired your interest in time banks?

Richard Byng: My interest was sparked both by an immediate impulse and longstanding frustration, frustration at the few options open to physicians for assisting disadvantaged vulnerable people. And the immediate impulse came from hearing Edgar Cahn, founder of the time bank movement in the United States, talking on the radio. 

That day, I was set to travel to Leeds for a meeting. But when I heard Cahn was speaking at a seminar in London, I decided to miss the dull Department of Health meeting and 

check out what time dollars could offer. I was especially interested in how the idea might work in the U.K. 

Definitely, one of my best decisions!
RD: And Cahn convinced you time banking could work?

RB: I could see the possibilities. In our practice, we knew we were limited in the opportunities we could offer individuals to fulfill their potential. The time bank concept
seemed to offer a win-win solution. Time banks allow people to amass time credits by participating in or providing a service that enriches the wider community. These credits are then deposited in a time bank and can be spent on a wide array of skills and services on offer from other bank members. 

For me, the most important aspect of time dollars and time banks is that people are empowered through giving and doing rather than receiving and being done to. I knew that although many patients might be considered “heartsick” or vulnerable, they have much to offer society. But as Cahn says, “If you are constantly defining people by what they lack or need, it’s not difficult for people to lose sense of what they have to give.” 

RD:  What did you do to get the project underway?

RB:  I was lucky to have partners in the practice, who were extremely interested and supportive. After meeting Cahn, we decided to launch the first time bank in a health-care setting in the U.K. 

RD:  Did you talk to your patients in advance? 

RB:  Yes, we organized a small meeting with some patients and members of staff. And invited Edgar Cahn. He inspired us to continue with our plans.

RD: Were you able to get financial support?
RB: We obtained financial support from the King’s Fund, an independent charitable foundation in London, and we developed the project in partnership with the New Economics Foundation. We were able to employ a half-time coordinator to manage the project and recruit members.
RD:  When did you actually launch the project? 
RB:  Early in 2001, we held a meeting in the waiting area of our practice and featured poetry, food and music. That evening, we recruited our first members.

RD: Reciprocity is as an important plus of time banking, especially for older people. Is that right?

RB: Yes, indeed. Everyone is assumed to have something they can offer whether it’s stuffing envelopes, giving somebody a lift to the shop or doctor’s office, making phone calls from home, participating in a mutual support group or checking up on people after hospital discharge.  
RD: How are older people involved? Can you give me an example?

RB: They are involved in a number of ways from organizing to evaluating to participating in gardening groups, social events, baking cakes or just coming along to the group and singing a song.  

Today, members run several activities such as walking groups, poetry workshops, drop-ins and Italian and Spanish classes.
RD: Are time banks more common today?

RB:  Yes, time banks have sprung up all around the U.K., over the past decade, including in other health care settings where clinicians are able to refer or suggest patients become members. 

RD:  Finally, a project, like this one, demands energy and commitment on the part of many people. What rewards have you found? 

RB: You are right. It has indeed required enormous energy and commitment from organizers as well as from the members who have continued to join and participate. Today, the Rushey Green Time Bank is a thriving independent charity with its own management committee, but it’s still located in the Rushey Green Group Practice. 

The rewards are obvious. They mostly have to do with seeing people who felt written-off, now happily engaged and contributing to the community.

Editor’s Note: For more information about the Rushey Green Time Bank, contact Maria Meska at rusheygreen@gmail.com.

                             Study: Playing the Love Card in Later Life

Widowhood, or late life divorce, may make it harder for some older adults to sustain intimate ties in later life. But a recent study by Dr. Ingrid Arnet Connidis, a professor of sociology at the University of Western Ontario, shows older adults use a variety of traditional and nontraditional options to sustain intimacy in later life. The study findings are published in Age Matters (Routledge, 2006).

The author identified ways older adults use to sustain intimacy:

Long-term marriage: Most older men are married, and among the minority of older women who have partners, most are also married. Not all long-term marriages provide intimacy: some do, some do not. 

In one study of marriages lasting 50 years or longer, researchers found three types of relationship: 

1. Connected couples, who share high levels of closeness, intimacy, and dependency; 

2. Functional separate couples who are happy, caring, and satisfied with their relationship while enjoying different activities and independence; 

3. Dysfunctional separate couples who are distant and dissatisfied with their relationship. 

Remarriage: Most older adults do not remarry. For those who do, marriage may mean something different. As one 69-year-old Dutch former widower put it:

It’s not as if you can go back to your youth by getting married again. My first wife and I were 22 when we met; we were just beginning our lives as adults. We were strongly attracted to one other and planned to build a life together. Our four children gave us an incredibly strong bond. The new relationship is also important but not the same. For one thing, you know, it can never last long. If I live to be 80, then we have 10 years together. If I make it to 85, we’ll have 15 years. But then you’re really old . . . it’s a totally different relationship. 

Cohabitation: Cohabitation is more common among all age groups today, including those aged 50 and older. The author reports that among middle-aged and old women, cohabiting ranks as well as marriage in terms of well-being.
Same-sex partnerships: In Canada, marriage is the new alternative for gays and lesbians. A substantial number of older gays and lesbians are single. According to the author, aging couples face unique challenges when they confront health problems in settings that do not honour same-sex partnerships. Indeed, fear of negative treatment leads some old gay men and lesbians to avoid seeking required services.

A separate study by Kathleen Slevin of the College of William and Mary (Virginia, U.S.) shows older lesbians bolster personal support by spending the bulk of their time with other lesbians. Miriam, 61, says: “I’m never around straight people. Since I quit work I was trying to think the other day when was the last time I went among straight people . . . and it suddenly occurred to me that I haven’t seen straight people in so long.”

Living Apart Together (LAT) relationships have become increasingly common over the last two decades, particularly in Europe. A LAT relationship is one in which the partners 

continue to live in their own homes, and intermittently share households, perhaps on the weekends.  

Older adults favour LAT relationships for several reasons. Some prefer to live in their own homes. As one 63-year-old Dutch woman, previously widowed, puts it: “He’s a lovely man, but I know him well and I couldn’t have him living in my house. I couldn’t stand being bossed around. He’s extremely neat, can’t stand to have anything on the table or on the floor. It would drive me crazy.”  

Some have financial reasons: “I prefer to be independent,” one 84-year-old father says.

“I have one daughter . . . and, yes, some money, and she has more children and no money. A marriage would soon bring problems. I do prefer to give my money to my daughter and my grandchildren.” 

Others want to avoid responsibility. For example, one 85-year-old man and his partner made an agreement that if either of them suffers a major health setback the relationship would end. “At our age it’s impossible to care for a sick partner,” he says.

Imaginary intimates: For some older adults, reminiscing about cherished relationships in the past is an important source of intimacy. The author reports: “Thinking about someone who was important in our lives and imagining interactions with them is one way of sustaining intimacy in later life.”

Dating in later life: Widowed men are more interested in dating than are widowed women, according to the study.  In a recent survey of 3,500 unattached Americans aged 40 to 69 years, one out of three participants was dating one person exclusively at the time of the study. 

One-third of the women aged 40 to 69 were dating younger men. Men and women in their 50s dislike dating partners with a lot of baggage as well as those who want to get serious too fast. Among daters aged 40 to 69, those in their 60s are happiest. They are also more reluctant to marry.

Steady companions: Finally, for some older adults, intimacy lies in ongoing platonic relationships with the opposite sex. In the Netherlands, steady companions are committed to doing things together. They share affection for one another, and help one another but they do not identify themselves as couples. 

However, this option may be less likely in small, rural Canadian communities due to the misunderstandings they might create. This is unfortunate, according to the author, because steady companions are as effective as marital, cohabiting, and LAT relationships at staving off loneliness among older persons.

                                                        ROUNDUP

BRITONS ENJOY LONGER LIVES: According to the annual report of the British Healthcare Commission, life expectancy is on the rise in Britain. Men are living four years longer than they were 20 years ago, while women are living three years longer. On the downside, serious disparities continue to exist between the haves and have-nots. And men from poorer areas of the country live for a decade less than those in wealthier areas. Source: The Guardian

CANADA LAUNCHES NEW HEALTH WEBSITE: The new site features information on Canada’s Food Guide, healthy lifestyles and product safety. It also alerts the public to food items that have been recalled. You can use the site to bone up on your knowledge of food labels and to create your own personalized copy of the food rules Healthy Canadians.
NEW SERVICE BOON FOR HOUSEBOUND: After a massive stroke, Martina Devlin's mother barely set foot outside her home in Omagh, Ireland. She was wheelchair bound and unable to tolerate sitting for more than a few hours a day. That all changed when her daughter signed her up for membership in the new Door-2-Door transport service. Now Martina's mum looks forward to two outings every week.
The new service, launched by Northern Ireland's Department for Regional Development, is available to persons with disabilities and those who find using mainstream public transport difficult. Those 80 years of age or older are also eligible for membership. Services run from 7:30 a.m. until 11:30 p.m. weekdays. Users pay the equivalent of $10 Canadian per journey.  For the same fare, a family member or friend can accompany members.Source: Irish Independent
TRACKING WISDOM: The University of Chicago has launched a $2 million research initiative on the nature and benefits of wisdom. According to the press release: “It is difficult to imagine a subject more central to the human enterprise and whose exploration holds greater promise in shedding light and opening up creative possibilities for human flourishing.” Meanwhile, check out this cornucopia of wisdom-related resources: The Wisdom Page.
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