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                          Interview: Older Geeks Mixing It Up on the Web

Artist Natalie d’Arbeloff commands star power in the cybervillage. Through her cartoon alter ego, Augustine, and her blog Blaugustine she has captivated readers and nabbed fans from around the world. Writing as guest editor of the Guardian newspaper last June, she mused on the scarcity of older female bloggers. And called for an army of women to stir things up on the web with “their wisdom, grumpiness, sexiness and devil-may-care bolshiness.”

AHB reached Natalie d’Arbeloff in London, England. 

Ruth Dempsey: When and how did your own cyber journey begin?

Natalie d’Arbeloff: It began when I bought my first computer, a Mac, in 2000. I was instantly captivated by the drawing, painting and design tools available digitally and spent most of those early days getting to know how my computer worked and just experimenting with its visual possibilities. This is one of my very first digital images, produced late at night in a state of computer-induced adrenaline high. I started sending digitally illustrated letters to friends and family, printing them out and posting them in the old slow way because nobody I knew was using email then.

Surfing the Net was not my primary interest and I only became lured into cyberspace gradually, when I began designing and building my own website and needed information and advice. I joined a couple of online forums and chat groups and soon after, discovered blogs. This was a revelation, especially when I found people on my wavelength out there and slowly started feeling part of a cyber community. I decided to become a blogger as well and created Blaugustine, my blog, as a new section of my website.

RD: What do you like to write about in your blog?

NdA: The visual aspect of Blaugustine is of primary importance to me and I try to accompany much of the verbal content with images that I create – cartoons, drawings, paintings, digital graphics, photos and videos. The content is usually what I happen to be thinking, what I’m observing or imagining. 

I’m also writing an ongoing autobiography illustrated with photos as well as examples of my artwork over the years. I post installments of it at irregular intervals and eventually might turn the project into some sort of multi-media thing. There’s another work-in-progress – a graphic novel that I hope to finish one day. 

The fun of blogging, as I see it, is that it’s a platform which constantly evolves and you are free to change your content, your look, your angle, as you see fit. The best way to see what Blaugustine is about is to go to my archive where all my posts, including images, since April 27, 2003 (when I started blogging) are stored and viewable with just a click. 

RD: You have run into some fascinating Canadians in the cybervillage. Who are they?

NdA: One is the Finnish-Canadian artist/printmaker Marja-Leena Rathje in Vancouver. She creates stunning layered and textured images combining natural forms with graphic elements, sometimes digitally produced. Her blog is a showcase for her work as well as a journal in which she comments on other artists, events and ideas relevant to her interests. 

Another Canadian connection is the American writer Beth Adams of The Cassandra Pages. She and her photographer husband Jonathan Sa’adah have emigrated from Vermont to Montreal and are happily settling there permanently. Whilst not giving up their U.S citizenship, they hope to eventually become Canadians as well. Beth writes vividly and perceptively, turning even the most ordinary incident into a feast for your mind and spirit. Her descriptions of Montreal are more alive, observant and informative than any I’ve ever read in travel guides. Jonathan’s photographs are extraordinary in their own right. I think someone should sponsor this couple to take a round-the-world trip armed with laptop and camera so we can see it all through their eyes.  
RD: Other favourites?

NdA: My blogroll lists the ones I visit regularly, and you should definitely take some time off to explore those links. I promise you won’t be disappointed. In fact, you’ll find it hard to tear yourself away.

RD: How has blogging changed your life?

NdA: Like most artists and writers, I spend much of my time working alone and there are long, slow periods when feedback from the outside world is non-existent. Having a blog gives me a window, not only into the world, but also into the minds and lives of other creative people – people I can communicate and interact with and occasionally meet in real life. 

The commitment to keeping up the blog also provides a stimulus, a motivation, not unlike writing a regular newspaper column or drawing an ongoing comic strip. Visually, it challenges me to keep exploring, discovering and inventing. 

And the fact that others will be seeing what I post on my blog acts as a trigger, keeping inertia at bay. Even when nobody comments on a post (and we do love comments!), there is still the possibility that somewhere on the planet a few strangers have clicked, by chance or intention, on Blaugustine, have stopped, looked around, found it intriguing and will come back often. This is astonishing, revolutionary, and could not happen in this way before blogging.

RD: Some people may be interested but cowed by the technology. What advice do you have for them?

NdA: My advice is: Jump in! Don’t be cowed! It’s not as complicated as you think. There are beginners’ classes everywhere on how to use a computer so you don’t have to struggle alone. Once you know the basics, you can decide how much or how little extra technical help you want for your own purposes. As for becoming a blogger, it couldn’t be easier. There are many free blogging servers, perhaps the most common being Blogger.com. It takes about ten minutes to set up a blog, following clear and simple instructions.

         Study: Scientists Say Mental Capital of Older Adults Underutilized

According to a major UK report, the bad news is: “The mental capital of older people is a massive, and underutilized resource”. The good news is that tackling the problem could benefit the well being and prosperity of older people and society as a whole. The report concludes that there is a clear case for action across society including government, companies and individuals to boost mental capital and combat stress.

The two-year study into Mental Capital and Wellbeing looked at how a person’s mental resources change through life – as a child, adult and in old age – and identified factors that can help or hinder their development. Led by John Beddington, the study was based on advice from over 400 scientists in 16 countries. The results were published by Foresight, part of the Government Office for Science and the journal Nature (Vol. 455, October 23, 2008).

What is mental capital?

Dr. Beddington compared “mental capital” to a bank account of the mind. “We need to ask what actions we can add to that bank account, and what activities can erode that capital,” he explained.

The study looked at two key aspects of mental development: mental capital and mental well being. Mental capital has to do with cognitive and emotional resources. It includes how people process information, their social skills and their resilience in coping with stress. 

Mental well being, on the other hand, refers to the ability of individuals to develop their potential, work productively, maintain strong relationships and contribute to the community. Mental well being is dynamic; it fluctuates from day to day.

Importantly, the study found that older adults who report higher levels of well being also have higher levels of cognitive function. 

Action:

The authors call for action on the following:

Work: Increase flexible hours for all workers. And for older adults, provide opportunities to work longer in paid and unpaid jobs, if they so wish.

Early identification: Target mental illnesses for early identification and prompt action. According to the authors, this could lead to earlier diagnosis for Alzheimer’s disease, which accounts for 60 per cent of dementia cases. This, in turn, could enable patients to receive earlier treatment and plan for their futures.  

Continuing education: Invest in educational programming for older adults, particularly, information technology. This could increase social connectedness and play an important role in helping people to overcome the memory effects of dementias.

Rising debt: The study highlights the strong link between poor mental health and debt. The report calls on banks, credit card and utility companies to be aware that indebted customers may be suffering from mental health problems. The report also warns the situation is likely to be exacerbated by the current economic downturn.

Finally, the report calls on all individuals to combat negative age stereotypes, which lead to the marginalization of older people.

Five ways to live vibrantly:

According to co-author Felicia Huppert (University of Cambridge), individuals can take a number of simple actions to combat stress and lead more fulfilled lives. 

The report recommends the following five steps:

Connect: Nurture connections with family, friends, colleagues and neighbours. Think of these as cornerstones of your life and invest time in developing them. 

Be active: Go for a walk or run. Garden, cycle, play a game. Join a dance group. But most importantly, discover a physical activity you enjoy and that suits your level of mobility and fitness.

Take notice: Savour the moment, whether you are walking to work, eating lunch or talking to friends. Be curious. Celebrate the changing seasons. Catch sight of the beautiful. Take time to reflect on your experiences. This will help you appreciate what matters to you. 

Keep learning: Rediscover an old interest. Try something new. Take on a different responsibility at work. Learn to play an instrument. Fix a bike. Sign up for that course.  

Give: Volunteer your time. Give a helping hand to a friend or stranger. Join a community group. Linking your happiness to a wider community can foster bonds with people and be very rewarding.

                                 New Book: Fun Workouts For the Brain 

“Like your body, your brain gets ‘flabby’ if you don’t keep it active,” says the author of a new book designed to boost your brain’s performance. 

Ian Robertson’s book Puzzler Brain Trainer 90-Day Workout (Carlton Books) is chock-full of activities to stretch, sharpen and stimulate the brain. But best of all, the exercises are fun. And all you need to get started is a pencil.

Robertson is an international expert on brain rehabilitation, professor of psychology at Trinity College, Dublin, and founding director of the university’s Institute of Neuroscience.

Billed as workouts for people of all ages, this 224-page volume offers warm-ups, 90 daily workouts (four/five exercises per double page) and cool-downs. Add to that, a host of techniques such as the “mental walk” to aid memory and “taking five” to help absent-mindedness. There are also tests to make sure you’re keeping up and tips and hints to keep you motivated.

Robertson, who has been studying the brain for 25 years, points out brain fitness depends on a willingness to keep on learning and to welcoming both challenge and change into your life. Here’s why: 

Challenge. Different exercises are required to challenge different parts of the brain. For example, if your work involves words, discussion and negotiation, then you will be fully exercising the language parts of your brain. But you may need to add special exercises to keep the visual-spatial parts of the brain in top working order. “It’s important to keep your whole brain stimulated with a variety of activities, and to keep this going throughout your life,” Robertson says.

Change: In the too-ing and fro-ing of every day life, it’s easy to get stuck in old habits and routines and our brains drift into automatic pilot. “A great way of keeping the front part of the brain from becoming lazy is by programming a certain number of new experiences into your daily life,” says Robertson. Even small things count, like taking 

another route to work, going to a different grocery store, adding some new food item to your diet or exploring a part of the city you don’t know. 

Learning: The neurons in the brain – about 100 billion – connect to one another through “leaves” on treelike branches. And learning something new, doing tai chi or setting up a website, causes these branches to grow and bloom with new buds. In a nutshell, the aging brain is constantly adapting and rewiring itself and growing new neurons. In the words of the author: “No matter how old we are, our brains are physically changed by what we do and what we think.” 

                             AHB Dispatches: Celebrating Hope in Zambia

This issue marks the debut of a new semi-regular feature, “AHB Dispatches”. Our readers tell stories of things that gladden the heart – friends, quiet moments, challenging work, memories, grandchildren, dreams – to mention only a few. So please put your story into a dispatch and send it to us. We look forward to hearing from you.   

Our first dispatch comes from Elizabeth Lamarche in Ottawa. In 2007, Lamarche surprised herself by volunteering in Africa.  

Why would a 62-year-old, semi-retired woman want to volunteer in Zambia?

For one thing, I had been reading the newspapers and listening to Stephen Lewis (UN’s former Special Envoy for HIV/AIDS in Africa) recount how the disease was devastating families. And, like many people, I had been sending bits of money to various relief organizations to help alleviate both their distress and mine. I was also working with a group to raise money for a number of hospices and orphanages in Zambia and South Africa. 

At the same time, I was reading Dreams Have No Expiry Date (Random House Canada) – on the reading list for a course I was taking. That’s when I started to dream. It dawned on me that I had time and energy to share. Perhaps, I could offer assistance to one of the organizations I was already working for indirectly. As a qualified teacher, I decided to send a letter to Kasisi Children’s Home in Zambia, offering my services for one semester. When I received the reply a little while later, it said: “Come”.

Kasisi Children’s Home

Kasisi Children’s Home is a place of love and kindness in the heart of Zambia. The children are cared for by the Little Sisters of Mary Immaculate, a Catholic religious order from Poland, some local housemothers (“mummies”) and volunteers.

While I was there, there were 227 children in residence. There were 110 under the age of two and 117 of school age. The sisters work extremely hard to ensure the home runs smoothly and to maintain the support of local and international donors. 

Some of the children are ill. They have tuberculosis, HIV/AIDS or other health problems. Some have lost one or both parents. Despite this, the children dance when the rains come, and joy is what you see on their faces.

My working orders were simple and straightforward: “This is the children’s home and we are one big family. So if you wonder what you should do, in any given circumstance, just think: How would I deal with this as a good mother?” 

I arose around six each morning to prepare a variety of learning activities. The children came for lessons in small groups. As they waited outside the classroom window for their turn, I could hear their happy whispers and occasionally shouts of anticipation, as they hollered, “What are we going to learn today?”  

In the early evening, I helped the mummies bathe and put the little ones to bed. My task was to give the babies their last bottle of the day. They were a delight as they smiled and lifted their arms for a hug. 

The children lined up outside the dispensary to receive their antiretroviral treatments in the morning and again, in the evening. The sisters cuddled and cajoled them, calming their fears. When a child became ill, the home quickly mobilized its resources. This could mean a trip to the Coptic hospital in Lusaka or rounding up funds for surgery.

Enriched by hope

Kasisi is like any family, it has its good days and it has some difficult days. It is a human place, a place where people do their best with the resources available. I was blessed to be able to lend a hand.

Back in Canada now, I realize how greatly this experience has enriched my life and broadened my horizons – the children, the people, the natural beauty of Africa. 

I am glad I dared to dream.  

            Interview: Discovering the Possibilities of Aging Through Learning

The number of adults 65 years and older will increase from 4.3 million to 9.8 million over the next two decades, according to Statistics Canada.  And the numbers of Canadians aged 85 plus will nearly double as well. The growth in numbers point up the importance of a variety programs to support a flourishing old age.

Dr. Mary Alice Wolf is an award-winning scholar, who has written persuasively on the power of learning for middle-aged and older adults. She is professor of human development and gerontology and director of the Institute in Gerontology at St. Joseph 

College in West Hartford, Connecticut. Wolf is the author of several books, including Adulthood: New Terrain (Jossey-Bass Publishers). In her recent work, she explores the 

nature of life transitions and how educational programs can help older persons achieve their full potential.

AHB reached Dr. Wolf in suburban West Hartford, Connecticut.

Ruth Dempsey: I love the way you describe adulthood as a lifelong process of “Ahas!” Can you please elaborate?

Mary Alice Wolf: We seem to live for a while in a state of acceptance; acceptance of the way things are, how we spend our time, what matters to us. Then, sometimes because of a personal crisis or a slowly creeping sense of boredom, we feel new motivation. We begin to see our regular daily life differently. Scholars call this “differentiation.” We differentiate what has been normal for us and, in a way, we begin to separate from all our regular ways of seeing things. Now we have new awarenesses. Wow! That is what I mean by “Ahas.”  

RD: “Our lives have chapters and each chapter has a rhythm  . . .” 

MAW: I think I meant that each of us passes through states of being, stages, chapters.  Depending on our individual personalities, these chapters take on a rhythm: the schooling, the leaving home, the being-in-love, the job, the new family we make, the passing on of loved ones, the growth of our children and all the changing roles that go with these stages. These stages are not necessarily linear; they can also be repeated at various times in our lifetimes. Surely, when we were 10 years old, we never would have imagined wanting to go to school in old age!

There are other metaphors that I sometimes mix into this plot: for example, think of life as a hand of cards you have been dealt. By the time you die, you get to play out all the cards. Chapters! Hands of cards! Whatever! We grow and change, adapt and develop.  That is the wonder of the ontological model of life.

RD: What learning activities are popular among older adults today? 

MAW: Really, EVERYTHING! Dance, classroom lectures, music, art, one woman I know took an Algebra class at a junior college! Many older people want a job and are willing to train for a workplace change. Others want to engage in new levels of creativity or travel or learning to care for others. A couple that I know have trained to go into emergency zones, such as post Katrina, to provide services.

The point is that these people have tons of energy, need stimulation and are motivated.  Some are loners; others crave the company of like minds. All are capable of learning and contributing to the learning of others.

RD: Like Americans, Canadians come from many different ethnic groups. How could continuing education programs involve these communities?

MAW: I am very interested in the legacy potential of ethnic heritage. For example, in a project developed in a New Mexico library, elders of the tribe teach weaving to youngsters. There are also language classes. A student of mine went to tatting circle with her grandmother, a highly skilled tatter of Polish descent. Intergenerational programs can provide rich experiences for generativity and connections.

RD: Educational programs can be helpful in times of transition. What transitions do older adults routinely confront?

MAW: For starters: 

· Changes in identity (as in “Who am I?”  “What am I supposed to be doing 

with this stage of my life?”).

· Loneliness (A newly widowed friend told me she hates to knit but joined a knitting group.)

· Self-esteem: realizing that one has value.

· Wellness: keeping or getting healthy.

· Technology (Today I learned how to take a picture with my cell phone that I have had for three years.)

· Moving to a new setting.

· Creating a routine when you have been in the workforce for 50 or more years and now are in free-fall.  (I once belonged to a gym where the women got the locker room in the mornings; the men took it over at 1 p.m. Every day there would be a bunch of older men outside the door at 12:45 asking, “Are you finished yet?” Those guys knew the meaning of punctuality!)

RD: You say learning in old age is essential to the development. Why is that?

MAW: I think that there must be a purpose in longevity besides a quantitative gain. With old people around we get to learn what this purpose is. Aging well takes moxie and courage; old people can model this and inspire the human race. But older adults must also work at wisdom and meaning making. Learning, changing, understanding, questioning, sharing: All of these are actions throughout life. Why should there be a cut-off age?

                                                      ROUNDUP

DON’T CALL ME ELDERLY: According to the American Society on Aging, middle-aged and older adults dislike terms like “old”, “senior citizen” and “baby boomer.” And don’t even mention “elderly,” which they really dislike. 

This is why the Canadian Association of Retired Persons (CARP) settled on ZOOMER, as the title of its new magazine. “A zoomer is a boomer with zip,” Moses Znaimer, executive director of CARP explained. “It has a certain optimism to it. It means, ‘I’m not done yet’.” 

Upbeat and glossy, CARP’s new magazine touts a “new vision of aging for Canada.” ZOOMER is published nine times a year. A magazine subscription, including CARP membership costs $19.95. Similar magazines include AARP The Magazine (U.S.) and Heyday (U.K.).

GRANDPARENTS, PARENTS AGAIN: Thousands of grandparents are raising their grandchildren in Canada. Some estimates suggest that over 60,000 children are being raised by a grandmother or aunt. Grandparents are finding the second time round tough, on a tight budget. Many of the children have fetal alcohol syndrome, attention deficit disorder or learning disabilities.

Over a decade ago, when Betty Cornelius (McArthurs Mills, Ontario) began looking after her granddaughter, Ashley, she felt isolated and alone. Today, Cornelius is founder and president of CANGRANDS, a thriving non-profit organization with chapters across Canada and membership of close to 600. 

Currently, CANGRANDS is lobbying the provincial government to provide financial support to grandparents and other kin raising grandchildren. As Cornelius told CBC reporter Sherry Drysdale, “Grandparents who fight to keep their grandchildren out of the foster care system are saving taxpayers hundreds of millions of dollars.”

RENTAL COMPANY FORCED TO REMOVE BAN ON OLDER DRIVERS: In a recent settlement, Irish Car Rentals was forced to scrap a ban on renting vehicles to drivers over 75 and imposing an automatic surcharge on drivers over 70, amounting to an increase of 33 per cent on the normal rental cost. This, after Brother Anthony White, 78, won his case against the company. Eamon Timmins of Age Action Ireland welcomed the settlement. He said the case highlighted the “blatantly ageist policies” of some companies. 

CHILDREN CALL FOR LEADERSHIP ON CLIMATE CHANGE: Recently, the United Nations Environment Program invited children around the world to express their fears and hopes for the planet through art. Organizers of Paint for the Planet received nearly 200,000 entries. The winning entries will travel to various climate-related events around the world, before arriving at the Leaders Climate Change Summit in Copenhagen in December 2009. 

In Keeping Our Cool: Canada In a Warming World (Viking Canada), 2007 Nobel Peace Prize Winner Andrew Weaver presents the facts on climate change. He reveals how governments, organizations and individuals can work together to protect our grandchildren’s future. 

Finally, to everyone who helps make our bulletin special – our readers, contributors and supporters: thank you. And blessings for 2009. – Ruth Dempsey, Editor.
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