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                                 Interview: Becoming a Forest-Dweller

Ancient Hindu texts divide life into three basic stages. In the first, you study; in the second, you marry and become a householder; and in the third, you go and live in the forest. Dr. Wendy Doniger is pleased to be a forest-dweller: “Forest-dwelling is where I am now in my life, and, yes, I am satisfied – or, more precisely, grateful – to be there.” 

Dr. Doniger is the Mircea Eliade Distinguished Service Professor of the History of Religions at the University of Chicago. She is the author of many books including the recent The Woman Who Pretended to Be Who She Was. The “On Faith” panelist for the Washington Post also teaches in the university’s department of South Asian languages and civilizations.

AHB reached Dr. Doniger at the University of Chicago.

Ruth Dempsey: You live in the bustling city of Chicago, yet you describe yourself as a forest-dweller. How so?

Wendy Doniger: Good question. I live almost half the year in Truro, on Cape Cod, in a house set apart, where there is genuine solace and you can see the stars at night. But even in Chicago there is the moon, sunrises and sunsets, if you look out for them. I live quite near the lake, and every morning at sunrise I walk my young golden retriever in a piece 

of woods that was set apart in 1893. And there are beavers there, and wild birds and the occasional coyote.   

But really forest-dwelling is a state of mind, a pulling back from crowds and success and the business of life to a slower pace, with more time to savour nature, even the precious bits of nature that you find in a city.

RD: Is there a connection between retirement and the forest-dwelling stage of life?

WD: There can be, but there needn’t be. Obviously you have more time to savor nature when you are not working 9 to 5, but you can snatch moments of a different pace even 

when you’re working full time. I squeeze most of my teaching into two of the four quarters of the academic year, and actually work harder then than ever, but in the remaining quarters I have leisure to write and to think.

RD: What are the essential characteristics of a forest-dweller?

WD: I think it is the feeling that you have run your race, that you continue to do many of the things you have always done. But you don’t worry about how they will come out; you just do them for the pleasure of doing them.

RD: Even in the later year, there is an emphasis on what scholars call the “busy ethic.” Why does solitude garner so little respect?

WD: The Italians have a lovely expression: “dolce fa niente” – it’s sweet to do nothing.  Americans do not think it is sweet to do nothing; everything has to be a product. When you retire, you have to take up painting, or golf or charity work. And even in painting or golf, you are supposed to improve, to take classes, to show your work, to improve your golf score.  

To be a forest-dweller, you have to stop caring what other people think of you, and just do what you have always wanted to do and do it badly, if you like.

RD: What do you dislike about aging? Are there things you like? 

WD: I dislike the way my body keeps producing new problems just as soon as I think I have solved some of the old ones. I dislike the way I have trouble standing in lines, or keeping my balance when I bend over to pick things up, or walking on ice. I dislike the way I have trouble remembering names and numbers. I dislike the way my friends keep dying. 

But I really like the sense of having done so much of what I wanted to do, of hearing from people who have read my books, of watching my son grow up into such a fine human being, of seeing my students grow into fine teachers with students of their own. I like seeing the whole of my long past laid out like a grand landscape viewed from a great height.   

RD: To whom do you look to for inspiration? 

WD: I don’t look to my parents. My father died when he was only 61, and, though my mother lived to 81, she had a much more difficult life than I have had, and she basically gave up on everything after my father died.   

But I have other, wonderful role models. My dear friend Penelope Betjeman remained vigorous right to the end; she died on horseback up in the Himalayas at the age of 76 in 1986. And my dear friend David Grene, who went on teaching at the University of Chicago until just a few years before his death at the age of 89. Both of them kept doing 

what they loved until the very end of their lives. I gave up riding horses back in 1996, when I had both of my knees replaced, but I have not given up dogs, and never will. And I intend to go on teaching and writing as long as I can.  

But now, as a forest-dweller, I do these things in a different way, with no pressure to achieve anything by them, just doing them because I enjoy them so much.  

                     Study:  Boomers on the Road to Conventional Old Age

Will the boomers reinvent aging?

 The answer is “no” to this much bandied question, according to a new British study.

Chris Phillipson led a team of researchers from Keele University and King’s College, London, in the study of “leading edge boomers” and aging. The team based their results on:

· interviews with 150 people born between 1945 and 1954

· analysis of data from the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing

· multiple other sources, including newspapers from the U.K., U.S.A, Australia, Canada and France. 

The findings appeared in Sociological Research Online (Vol.13, Issue 3). 

Here’s what the study reveals:

Attitudes towards aging:

· Most boomers – 70 per cent – regard age as unimportant.  They see “aging as something that needs managing but is not overly problematic.” 

· Almost without exception, boomers feel younger than their actual age. Moreover, they regard themselves as being more like their children and younger people than like their parents or older generations. Only a minority, 41 per cent of those interviewed, identified with the term boomer.

· Early indications suggest boomers may be less willing than their parents and grandparents to accept functional decline as a natural part of the aging process, and more assertive in seeking technological fixes to their problems.

Retirement

· Ideas for retirement include watching television and movies, playing records or going for long walks. Some plan to travel or spend more time at second homes.

· At best, they hope to maintain their current lifestyles and activities provided their health and money holds out.

· About 69 per cent of participants agreed it was possible to plan for retirement. Yet 71 per cent of those interviewed were making either no retirement plans or only limited ones.

Family

· Although considered more individualistic than previous generations, family responsibilities have actually increased rather than decreased for boomers.

· Forty-three per cent of those born between 1945 and 1952 have at least one child living at home. And 37 per cent have financial responsibility for other family 

members, usually children. 

· They have also taken on grand-parenting roles and the care of older parents, where resources and other responsibilities allowed.

· Boomer women appear to be significantly more depressed and to have lower self-esteem in comparison with other cohorts, despite social and economic advantages. The research team suggests this may be because women of previous generations did not have to juggle work and family responsibilities in the same way.

Lifestyle 

· The first wave of boomers have higher levels of wealth and lower levels of debt than those born after 1955, according to researchers. Those who never married, divorced men, high school dropouts and minorities are also likely to have fewer resources.

· The proportion of those owning their own homes rose from around one in four in 1950 to two-thirds by the mid-1980s. Today, 33 per cent of boomers own their own homes outright, 52 per cent have mortgages and 15 per cent have second homes.

· Home improvement projects continue to be a source of esteem and self worth in retirement.

· Boomers enjoy cosmopolitan cuisine and global travel. Co-author Rebecca Leach reports 81 per cent of participants take a holiday abroad at least every two years.

· They are also more interested in using their money to enjoy life than worrying about leaving a bequest.

Reinventing aging: hope or hype?

“Some groups of boomers may well reshape growing old in distinctive ways,” the authors conclude. But more interesting, may be what they convey about the new inequalities likely to surface in retirement and late middle age.

                      Notable Books: The Healing Power of Gardening   

In The Healing Garden (HarperCollins), Canadian gardening guru Marjorie Harris explores the enduring power of gardens and gardening to heal and to lead us back to ourselves. 

This attractive little book is divided into six chapters. The first chapter shows how part of healing comes from developing the ability to listen. “How long has it been since you stood under a tree in spring, leaning up against it to hear the sap flowing?” the author asks. 

Chapter 2 traces the history of the healing garden, noting many early gardens were healing gardens. The author reveals how native peoples around the globe learned the properties of plants and used them in their healing rites. This tradition of herbal healing has carried on for thousands of years. According to the World Health Organization, healing herbs remain the only medicine of two-thirds of the world’s population today.

Chapter 3 focuses on the power of horticultural therapy to soothe and heal the soul. The author notes the work of landscape architect Roger Ulrich (Texas A&M University), who reports greenery elicits emotional and physiological responses that help restore the body to health. Other studies have shown once people get their hands into the earth, no matter their age or disability, they gain in self-confidence and a feeling of usefulness that enhances well-being.

Chapter 4, “Wildlife in the Garden”, opens with an old Chinese proverb: “A bird does not sing because it has an answer – it sings because it has a song.” Harris celebrates the pair of cardinals and the half a dozen house finches that make their home in her Rosa glauca for most of the long winter months. Winterberry and elder also attract birds, as do native grasses. Butterflies come to her downtown Toronto garden too. The giant bloom of Joe-Pye weed attracts the monarchs, as do the thistles, the painted ladies. Butterflies love herbs such as thyme, bronze fennel and mint. Butterflies are also attracted to brightly coloured flowers, especially pure reds and oranges.

In Chapter 5, Harris celebrates “The Sensual Garden.” She describes how Chinese scholars would wait for their favourite tree peony to open – sitting for three days doing nothing else except meditating on the beauty of the blooms. Harris delights in the spicy 

scent of the sage plant with its rough grey leaves. The scent reminds her of Thanksgiving feasts and family gatherings. And she revels in the colours of the garden: the infinite variety of tone and hue. “For the elderly, being able to choose what colour of plants to 

grow, to handle them on a daily basis, gives them a sense of worth and value,” Harris says. “It also awakens in them their own creativity by making these choices.”

The last chapter provides practical tips on gardening design. According to Harris, “The healing garden can be a bench under a tree near a border of flowers. A small pot lovingly tended in a window sill or vast acres.” In fact, only three things are absolutely necessary: plants, some sunlight and lots of love. “It’s the doing of it, the companionship of a plant, that heals,” she notes.

Thinking about planting a healing garden this spring?

Harris suggests you start with the following plants:

Sage 

English lavender 

Garlic

Thyme 

If you have more space, you can add:

Blue cohosh

Bachelor’s buttons

Chamomile 

Goldenseal

Joe-Pye-weed 

                                     Report: Singapore Goes Grey

The “greying” of Singapore’s population is underway. By 2050, Singapore will have the fourth oldest population in the world. And the country is gearing up for the future.

Singapore’s prime minister, Lee Hsien Loong, addressed the Reinventing Retirement Asia Conference in Singapore in January 2009. He told 400 policy makers and entrepreneurs that Singapore is crafting new policies, improving its infrastructure and developing effective programs to enable older citizens to lead full and happy lives.

The keynote address appeared in the Winter 2009 edition of The Journal (published by the Association of Retired Persons International).
Among the highlights:

Aging policy

· Singapore’s aging policy is founded on an ethic of self-reliance, which seeks to strengthen personal responsibility. Policies are designed to help older adults to 
remain employed, encourage a senior-friendly community and promote active aging.

Pension plans
· The social security system is based on a government scheme of mandatory savings, called the Central Provident Fund (CPF). CPF is a defined contributions scheme, requiring both employers and employees to pay into individual employee accounts during working years. These CPF savings are invested in special long-term, risk-free government bonds used for retirement and to cover medical costs. 

· Annuity: The government is adding a new component to the current program to be called CPF LIFE (Lifelong Income for the Elderly). When Singaporeans reach 55, part of their CPF savings will be transferred into an annuity. And starting at 65, CPF LIFE will provide retirees with income for life.

Retirement and labour policies

· Retirement: Official retirement age is 62. However, starting in 2012, the government will require employers to offer re-employment to workers for another three years until 65, though not necessarily in the same job or at the same pay. 

· Training programs for older workers: Many employers favour younger workers, whose wages are often significantly lower. The government has introduced programs to retrain older workers and help them upgrade their skills. 

· Income tax: CPF contributions for workers over 50 have been reduced, and the workers receive the Workfare Income Supplement. According to Mr. Lee, “These policies have increased the employment rate of older workers, despite major structural changes to our economy.”

Aging–in–place

· Better housing for seniors: Most Singaporeans (95 per cent) own their own apartments. As they get older, some move to smaller dwellings. The Housing and Development Board is building more studio apartments specifically designed for seniors, who can buy them on shorter leases. Also, a major program is underway to upgrade and install new elevators in high-rise public housing estates. 

· Intergenerational living: With 90 per cent of Singaporeans living in public housing estates, young and old mingle and interact daily. The housing estates sponsor a network of community organizations. Seniors’ groups organize a wide 

variety of activities, including line dancing, karaoke, brisk walking and social outings.

Active lifestyle

· Perceptions of age: A survey by insurer AXA found the average Singaporean saw old age starting at 67. In contrast, Americans think old age starts at 77.  “Our 

perceptions of when we have grown old and what it means . . . must change if people are to remain active longer,” the prime minister told participants. In 2007, the government established the Council for Third Age (C3A) to help change traditional images of aging and promote active aging. 

· Wellness program: The government is also piloting a wellness program to encourage seniors to better manage their health and lead active lifestyles.
In search of the silver dollar

Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loon said Singapore is planning to benefit from the demographic shift by establishing itself as a leader in the health and wellness sectors as well as a leading destination for conventions on age-related themes.

                    Interview: Leisure Pursuits, Pathways to Retirement Vitality

                                 Old men ought to be explorers. – T.S. Eliot    

Over the past four decades, sociologist Robert Stebbins has mapped the geography of leisure in 30 books and scores of articles. In a new release, Personal Decisions in the Public Square (Transaction Publishers), Stebbins presents a new “take” on leisure, opening up new pathways to vitality and meaning in retirement.

Dr. Stebbins is an award-winning scholar and faculty professor in the department of sociology at the University of Calgary. He was elected Fellow of the Academy of Leisure Sciences in 1996. In 1999, he was elected Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada.

AHB reached him in Calgary.

Ruth Dempsey:  How do you describe leisure?

Robert Stebbins:  In the book, I focus on three forms of leisure: serious, casual and project-based leisure:

· Serious leisure is the systematic pursuit of an activity as an amateur, hobbyist or volunteer. Serious leisure demands a commitment of time and energy and sometimes money in learning new skills. Think of the committed amateur golfer and chamber musician, hobbyist stamp collector and ceramicist, volunteer tutor in a class of second language teachers and coordinator in a seniors’ art programme.

· Casual leisure could involve a walk in the woods or movie with a friend. Casual leisure is intrinsically rewarding. The payoff is immediate and usually short-lived. Some volunteering is casual: stuffing envelopes for a charity, collecting money on a street corner for the Salvation Army, or handing out leaflets at a public event. Little or no training is required to enjoy the activity. Other examples include sightseeing, listening to music or enjoying a hot tub.

· Project-based leisure is a short-term, reasonably complicated activity or undertaking. For example, finishing a room in the basement or making an interlocking rug from a kit. Constructing the family genealogy, volunteering at an arts festival or producing a skit or a slide show. Such leisure activities may require a certain amount of planning, effort and sometimes skill, but they are one-off or occasional undertakings.
These three forms have been integrated into what we call the Serious Leisure Perspective. It serves as a way of looking at all three forms in relationship to each other.

RD: This is a different vision of leisure. What does it offer retirees?

RS:  Retirees who engage in all three forms of leisure can enjoy a high quality of life. 

For a start, serious leisure activities are absorbing and respectable enough to be real substitutes for work. Though of course, there is little or no money to be made from them. In fact for some retirees, this leisure is considerably more absorbing and possibly more respectable than their work was. And the payoffs are significant. Among them are self-fulfillment, finding a sense of group involvement and the satisfaction of contributing to the community. Add to that the buzz of building a beautiful table, or observing, as an amateur scientist, a stirring natural phenomenon. Not to mention the rewards of interacting with others, who share your leisure passion.

Moving on to casual leisure. Retirees look forward to time to relax with friends, visit grandchildren and do as they want. Casual leisure also affords the opportunity to recoup after periods of intense obligated activity such as a stage performance or competitive sport.  

Finally, leisure projects have the advantage of being relatively short in duration. They appeal to people with little time or appetite for the long-term commitments demanded by serious leisure. While they last, they tend to be moderately fulfilling and absorbing. Some [leisure projects] may give rise to:

· cherished experiences, such as volunteering in a natural or man-made disaster

· the sense of group involvement while participating in a skit or a one-time backpacking trip

· the chance to build community by helping to organize a local food drive or music festival

As individuals make the transition to retirement, they need to think about the things they have done, and what they would like to do now. The road to vitality will be different for each individual.

RD: Striking a balance is also important . . .

RS: That’s right. The greatest sense of well-being is reached when we develop an optimal leisure lifestyle. The term refers to the deeply rewarding, highly interesting 

pursuit of one or more substantial forms of serious leisure, complemented by prudent amounts of casual or project-based leisure or both. 

RD: What new leisure activities currently interest you?

RS: New leisure activities are a diverse lot, found in serious, casual and project-based forms. They arrive at a much faster rate today, largely because of the impact of globalization. 

The following three are at the top of my list:

· Geocaching (serious leisure) is a high-tech treasure hunt similar to orienteering that uses the technology of the global positioning system (GPS). Though based on 

much older precursors of the activity, geocaching was only possible after May 1, 2000 following the removal of “selective availability” from GPS. 

· Board Games (casual leisure): New board games are being created at a remarkable rate. Furthermore, Monopoly and Scrabble now have customized “express-game” versions for players who, after 20 minutes or so, either have or want to do something else.

· Volunteer Tourism (project-based leisure): Holidaying by people who volunteer in an organized way to substantially and altruistically benefit a specific target group or community. 

RD:  People shouldn’t wait for retirement to develop interests. Is that right?

RS: It’s easy to move into casual and project leisure activities. Not so with serious leisure. A person may have to engage in serious leisure – playing a musical instrument, painting landscapes, working effectively with autistic children – for many months, sometimes years before beginning to experience the most profound fulfillment it can offer. 

I think part of finding a satisfying retirement hinges on deciding long before the actual date to develop as an amateur, hobbyist or skilled volunteer. This is not to suggest that interested retirees must become the equivalent of Yo-Yo Ma on cello, but they might want to be good enough to get into the local community orchestra or play in chamber music sessions. 

Still, advancement, even from the starting point of neophyte, can be exhilarating, for we soon get a sense of career, of progress and improvement, in our chosen leisure. Even playing Jingle Bells on the cello is an advance over learning how to bow a note or play the C scale. And playing decently the cello part of an early Mozart symphony will come later with steady practice. 

The trick is to make sure you choose an activity that is to your taste and that you have some aptitude for. If your chosen pursuit turns out to be unappealing, look for something else.

Which brings me back to the importance of an optimal leisure lifestyle. Include a mix of serious, casual and project leisure. Give priority to serious leisure, but also make time for rest and a change of pace. In the long run, vitality and a high quality of life flow from leisure pursuits that enable people to reach their full potential.  

                                                         ROUNDUP

DOING THE CHA-CHA: Dance classes are surging in popularity across the country, as people from coast to coast do the cha-cha. Dance is also a great way to protect your memory, says Angela Troyer, a neuropsychologist at the Baycrest Centre in Toronto. When you learn a new dance, you are engaging in a novel activity. That’s good for the brain. Doing the cha-cha is a social activity and interacting with others boosts the brain. Dancing is a physical activity, and physical activity is also good for the brain. That’s just three more reasons to keep doing the cha-cha.

OLDER CITIZENS HIT HARD BY FINANCIAL TURNDOWN: Speaking to the Reinventing Retirement Asia Conference in Singapore (January 8, 2009), Dr. William Hall provided a grim snapshot of how older Americans are bearing the brunt of the economic meltdown:

· Over the past year, workers over 50 experienced a 65 per cent increase in unemployment.

· Nearly one-quarter of the one million Americans who filed for bankruptcy in 2008, were 55 years and older.

· People over 50 who own homes worth less than the mortgage have a foreclosure rate of double the national average.

· Growing numbers of adults over 50 are raiding their retirement accounts to make ends meet.

NURTURING THE HEART: People living with Alzheimer’s disease thrive on creativity, says Dr. Patricia Baines (Alzheimer’s Australia Tasmania). In Nurturing the Heart: Creativity, Art Therapy and Dementia, Baines shows how image-making helps those with Alzheimer’s transcend loneliness, work though troubling issues and enjoy the pleasures of creating. She also includes guidelines for working with people with dementia, samples of artwork and helpful hints for carers. To read the entire paper, visit the Society for the Arts in Dementia Care and click on articles.

YOU REALLY MUST READ . . . Exit Lines: A marvelously funny and poignant novel by Joan Barfoot. Four newly-arrived guests at the Idyll Inn are in no mood for peace and 

quiet. This motley crew – three females and one male – has sweet rebellion on their mind: the consumption of decent wines, adventures in the night and squeezing the present moment for all it’s worth. That’s until one of the fab four lets drop a startling request . . .

And don’t forget to check out Assisted Loving: True Tales of Double Dating With My Dad by Bob Morris. “The only way to live is in love,” was Joe Morris’s philosophy. So at the age of 80, soon after the death of his wife, Ethel, Morris was back into the dating scene. But dating doesn’t get any easier, it seems. Morris wrangled his gay son Bob into the hunt. A former New York Times columnist, Bob trolled the personals, vetted the prospects and played chauffeur. The book is a hilarious tale of a good-natured, irascible old man’s search for love, and how he beat the odds.
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