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In Quesi oi Efernal Youth

like the elderly women bathing
at right in the mythical Fountain of Youth, most human beings
yearn for eternal youth and health. If immortality itself is out of
reach, many would gladly settle for a lesser, but still elusive, fate:
to live for decades or centuries beyond the ordinary human span.

Hoping to extend their own lives, the medieval alchemists
brewed elixirs of immortality—potions that supposedly allowed
some of them to survive for hundreds of years. Chinese adepts of
the same period relied in part on magical foods, such as peaches.
Wealthy longevity seekers of many eras sought to postpone old
age with various quasi-medical treatments, including the injection
of youthful blood, with disappointing results.

In recent years, some scientists have put forward new and
equally diverse proposals for added decades of active life. Certain
gerontologists, for example, argue that lower body temperatures
or reduced food intake could one day extend the human life span
to a full 140 or even 200 years. Some visionary computer scientists
have proposed a kind of mechanized afterlife in which human
minds would be transferred, intact, into durable computerized
memory. Meanwhile, on the fringes of the scientific community,
others are taking aim at actual immortality. Proponents of so-
called cryonic suspension have already preserved human bodies at
—320 degrees Fahrenheit in hopes that their frozen “patients’’ can
be revived centuries from now. By that time, they believe, medical
technology may have indefinitely postponed human death.

Tired, aged women plunge into the rejuvenating waters of the Fountain of
Youth in this sixteenth-century painting by Lucas Cranach the Younger. To the right of
the pocl, eariier bathers emerge young, beautiful, and ready for a banquet.







To Live Forever

ccording to the great yogi Paramahansa Yogananda, who introduced the
West to many of India’s mystical secrets, there lives high in the northern
Himalayas a singular and illustrious guru. He has no fixed abode but moves
from place to place in the mountains, accompanied by a small band of dis-
ciples—among them, according to Yogananda, two “‘highly advanced”
American followers. Rarely seen by outsiders, the guru has been described
as appearing no more than twenty-five years of age, with fair skin, dark,
tender eyes, and lustrous, copper-colored hair. Despite his youthful visage,
he is known as Babaji, which means “‘revered father.” His real name is not
knpwn. Nor is the place or date of his birth. But these and other intriguing
aépects of this mysterious master pale next to one salient element in Yo-
gananda’s description of him: Babaji is immortal.

Literally. Not just metaphorically immortal, like an individual of great
achievement whose fame will survive the corporeal being, nor simply spir-
itually immortal in the sense of possessing an eternal soul: Babaiji is said to
be truly, physically immortal. “The secluded master,” wrote Yogananda in
his Autobiography of a Yogi, "'has retained his physical form for centuries,
perhaps millenniums.”” And he will continue to do so, explained Yogananda,
as long as it helps him to serve his purpose as a spiritual teacher. That may
be a very long time indeed, considering that Babaji's task is to inspire na-
tions to give up war, materialism, and racial and religious hatred. Further-
more, Babaji's followers, too, are freed from the tyranny of death once they
are accepted as his disciples.

Yogananda, a devout and respected spiritual leader who settled in
America in the 1920s and founded the 150,000-member Self-Realization
Fellowship, never claimed to have met Babaji himself. But he related to his
followers and readers the experiences of other gurus whose veracity he
trusted without question—among them his own primary mentor, Yukteswar,
and a swami named Kebalananda, whom he identified as “my saintly San-
skrit tutor.” Both these men were among several who told Yogananda of
personal encounters with the deathless Babaji.

Kebalananda described experiences he had when traveling with Baba-



ji's group in the Himalayas. It was he, in fact, who reported
that two Americans were among the alleged immortals in
the great guru’s company. Kebalananda said that when the
band had been in one place a while, Babaji would utter the
words "'Dera danda uthao’'—''Let us lift our camp and
staff,” a reference to the bamboo staff he always carries.
Often, the whole group would then be instantaneously
transported by astral means to another mountain peak. On
other occasions, the band would make the journey on foot.

Babaji, said Yukteswar, has achieved a spiritual state
“beyond human comprehension.” He has reached the level
of a paramukta, an individual who is “supremely freed”
from death. Most paramuktas, escaping from the wheel of
reincarnation, never return to a physical body. One who
does choose to return, as Babaji did in order to help human-
kind, is called an avatar. Babaji's high spiritual attainments
give him the power to be seen and recognized only when he
wishes. Because his incorruptible body needs no food, he
eats only as a social courtesy. He casts no shadow and
leaves no footprint on the ground. He usually speaks Hindi
but is capable of conversing in any language.

Kebalananda told of a stranger who appeared in one
of Babaji's nearly inaccessible mountain camps. The man
implored Babaji to accept him as a disciple. When Babaji did
not answer, the would-be acolyte pointed to the rocky
chasm below: He would rather jump to his death, he said,
than live without Babaji's guidance.

“Jump then,” the guru replied calmly. "I cannot accept
you in your present state of development.”

To the horror of Babaji's disciples, the man immedi-
ately threw himself over the precipice. Babaji ordered his
followers to retrieve the shattered body, on which
he laid his hand. The stranger
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opened his eyes, arose, and prostrated himself before the
revered guru. Now, Babaji told him, he was ready for disci-
pleship. “You have courageously passed a difficult test.
Death shall not touch you again; now you are one of our
immortal flock.”

Both Yukteswar and Kebalananda, using almost iden-
tical words, told Yogananda another tale about Babaji. This
one was secondhand, related to them by their mutual
teacher Lahiri Mahasaya, a noted nineteenth-century guru.
In 1861 Mahasaya was a thirty-three-year-old accountant in
an Indian government military engineering office when a
telegram ordered him to a remote Himalayan location to
help establish a new army post. On a walk in the country-
side near his new assignment, Mahasaya encountered a
handsome young man with copper-colored hair.

"I see my telegram took effect,” the stranger said in
English. When Mahasaya asked what he meant, the man
explained that he had "silently suggested” to the mind of
the accountant’s superior that Mahasaya be transferred to
this area. "When one feels his unity with mankind,” the
stranger said, ‘‘all minds become transmitting stations
through which he can work at will.”

Mahasaya remained bewildered until the youth tapped
him gently on the forehead. At his magnetic touch, a won-
drous current swept through my brain, releasing the sweet
seed-memories of my previous life,”” Mahasaya said. "I re-
member!"” he shouted. He not only recognized the stranger
as Babaji but instantly recalled that in a previous existence
Babaji had been his beloved guru.

That night, Babaji displayed his astonishing powers by
materializing a vast palace "of dazzling gold . . . set amid
landscaped gardens, reflected in tran-
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Ambrosia and nectar, the food
and drink of immortality, fuel
the revels of Greek divinities

in Raphael’s Marriage of Cupid

inlaid with great diamonds,
sapphires and emeralds.*Men
of angelic countenance were
(above). Such meals ensured .
that the gods would never die. ~ Stationed by gates redly re-
— - - splendent with rubies.”” The
palace was no mere vision; Mahasaya ran his hands over
the walls, held and examined a jeweled vase, and smelled
incense and roses. He ate litchis and curry from a bowl that
was empty until he reached for it. One of the guru’s disci-
ples explained that Babaji “created this beautiful mansion
out of his mind and is holding its atoms together by the
power of his will.”

Babaji spent the next ten days initiating Lahiri Ma-
hasaya into the secrets of kriya-yoga, a meditative tech-
nique for withdrawing life energies from the outer senses to
achieve understanding of the spiritual reality within. Then
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he sent Mahasaya back to his home and family, instructing
him to spend his life bringing the spiritual values of kriya-
yoga to people like himself, whose domestic obligations
and encumbrances made pure asceticism difficult or impos-
sible. A few days later, Mahasaya could not resist telling
some friends of his experience in the mountains. ‘““Lahiri,”
one said gently, "your mind has been under a strain.” The
others nodded agreement. Mahasaya responded rashly: “If I
call him, my guru will appear right in this house.”

He immediately regretted his claim, but ‘“‘the group
was eager to behold such a phenomenon.” Mahasaya told
them to wait outside the room, closed the door behind
them, and “‘sank into the meditative state, humbly sum-
moning my guru.” Babaji soon materialized, but he was dis-
pleased. "Do you call me for a trifle?”” he asked sternly.
"Truth is for earnest seekers, not for those of idle curiosity.”




He agreed to stay, however, so Mahasaya would not be dis-
credited before his friends. When the door—the only en-
trance to the room—was thrown open, the doubters were
amazed to find Mahasaya was now inexplicably accompa-
nied by a young stranger with copper hair and glowing skin,
sitting cross-legged on the floor.

Thus it was that the ancient but ever-youthful guru
shared a bowl of halua, a farina-based porridge similar to
today’'s Cream of Wheat, with seven middle-class Indian
professionals and businessmen in the city of Moradabad in
1861. Babaji invited the men to touch him to see for them-
selves that he was real. “Doubts dispelled, my friends pros-
trated themselves on the floor in awed repentance,” Ma-
hasaya reported. After the meal, Babaji blessed each of
them. Then a brilliant flash suddenly filled the room as the
guru disappeared into a “spreading vaporous light,” and
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“trillions of tiny . . . sparks faded into the infinite reservoir.”
Despite such tales of his spectacular yogic power, it is
Babaji’s reputed ability to live forever and to confer immor-
tality on others that makes him an irresistibly intriguing fig-
ure to most who hear or read of him, especially in the West.
Reports of people who never die—or who live what seem
impossibly long lives—always compel attention.
Immortality, apparently, is not all that uncommon in
popular Indian belief. Yogananda mentioned another ava-
tar, Agastya, who was famed in southern India where he
“worked many miracles during the centuries preceding and
following the Christian era, and is credited with retaining
his physical form even to this day.” In the 1930s an English
journalist in Bombay described a yogi called the Ant Teach-
er (because he fed ants from a bag of rice powder), who
was said to be some 400 years old. He reportedly attained



this remarkable age by exerting his will to draw life force up
his spine and push it into a tiny hole in his brain, where, he
said, his soul resided.

Rumors of immortality have long had currency in the
Western world as well. The self-titled Comte de Saint-
Germain, an alchemist probably born in the early 1700s,
claimed to be old enough to have been personally acquaint-
ed with Solomon and Sheba and allegedly has been sighted,
still alive and well, in the twentieth century. Another alche-
mist, Nicholas Flamel, born about 1330, was reported to be
still alive as late as 1818—although according to other
accounts, he was actually last seen in 1761. Resurrection
has its attractions, too: Ancient Spell Raises the Dead!
screamed the bold-faced headline over a recent tabloid re-
port that doctors at a (conveniently) remote Chinese univer-
sity used old Tibetan ointments and chants to briefly revive
a woman dead of a heart infection.

nd now, as the Cryonics Society of New York
has made graphically clear in an advertise-
ment that promotes its deep-freeze body-
preservation program, the notion is abroad
that anyone who can afford it may have a very
real chance to live forever. “An Invitation to
Help Attain Physical Immortality: You will
have a unique opportunity to work for the at-
tainment of the most profound objective
imaginable—the indefinite extension of your life,” the soci-
ety declared. The society’s ultimate goal, the ad stated un-
equivocally, is “biological immortality—a life of youthful
vigor untempered by physical limitations."’

Clearly, humankind’s obsession with the whole sub-
ject of defying death and defeating the ravages of age is a
case of hope springing eternal—a hope some say is totally
unwarranted while others, including more than a few with
scientific credentials, are not so sure. Blessed and cursed
with the ability to remember the past and imagine the fu-
ture, people from the earliest cultures to the present have
nourished a deep yearning to be like gods, to stop or at least
significantly slow down the clock of bodily deterioration
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that ticks inexorably toward the moment of demise. “The
desire to be physically immortal,” wrote physician and ger-
ontologist Roy L. Walford, “or at least to live much longer
and in full health, has been humanity’s oldest dream.”

The dream has expressed itself in many forms. Most
societies have honored their longest-lived individuals, com-
memorating them in myth or Holy Writ, hailing their annual
milestones with telegrams from the monarch or the broad-
cast congratulations of a television weatherman. Every cul-
ture has cherished practices and arts perceived to offer the
possibility of immortality or very long life. Mental and spiri-
tual regimens, elixirs, black magic, diets, arcane sexual
practices, and exacting laboratory procedures have all been
enlisted in the campaign to hold death at bay.

Modern researchers the world over are pursuing the
age-old quest with more urgency than ever. Like alchemists
of old, hunched over their retorts hoping to uncover the
elixir of life, scientists of today are seeking dramatic and
exotic means to extend that immutable span. In laborato-
ries around the globe, experimenters in cryonics, cloning,
cell regeneration, genetic engineering, severely reduced nu-
trition, bionics, and robotics search diligently for new clues
to the secrets of long life and eternal youth.

In their efforts they join a long parade of philosophers
and kings, charlatans, priests, alchemists, adventurers,
poets, and earlier scientists who have eagerly taken up the
cause of extending human life beyond its normally alloted
limits. Yet despite this universal preoccupation with the
theme, one of its enduring mysteries is that nobody has ev-
er been sure just what those life limits are.

This much is certain: If the words of the Bible are accepted
at face value, people used to live a lot longer than they do
now. The Book of Genesis in the Old Testament tells of
Adam and six of his direct descendants who each lived
more than 900 years. Most notable was Methuselah, whose
age at death is recorded as 969. At the age of 187, Methuse-
lah sired a son, Lamech, the first of his several sons and
daughters. Lamech, who died at 777, was in turn the father



of Noah, the last of the 900-plus oldsters. Noah rode out the
Flood in his ark at age 600 and lived on for another 350
years thereafter.

Many of Noah’s descendants also are said to have
lived for hundreds of years, although their life spans de-
creased steadily. Moses, just a few generations later, lived
only 120 years, which seems to confirm Genesis'’s final bul-
letin on the human life span. “My spirit shall not abide in

man forever,” said God, according to the Scripture, ““for he |

is flesh, but his days shall be a hundred and twenty years.”

While many contend that those accounts of multiple-
century life spans are either mythical or errors in transla-
tion, perhaps resulting from a different method of measur-
ing time back then, some people with strong religious
beliefs accept the Bible’s report on Methuselah and his
long-lived cohorts as the literal truth. The dwindling of life
span in the generations after Noah is taken to indicate the
growing distance between humankind and the Creator:
Having fallen increasingly out of favor through moral error,
humanity lost the privilege of long life.

There are others, moreover, who accept the biblical
accounts of longevity as true for reasons that have nothing
to do with religion. **A dozen or so years ago I would have
been inclined to regard these stories of fabulous life spans
as ridiculous,”” wrote C. Edward Burtis, one author who
delved into the subject. "Today I am not so sure.” He notes
that the disparity between Methuselah’s 969 years and
Moses’ 120 makes it unlikely that a different scale for reck-
oning time—which would apply equally in both cases—
could explain Methuselah’s great age. He suggests there
must have been some other factor that over time worked to
decrease longevity, including changes in farming methods
and not consuming the right minerals. “The key, the most
significant key,”” said Burtis, is “‘the steady decline in the life
spans from the earliest recordings.”

In the 1950s the same pattern was noticed by a physi-
cian and nutritionist named Daniel Colin Munro, who asso-
ciated the decline with what he deduced from biblical refer-
ences to be a general dietary trend. Starting with Adam, he

said, humans gradually went from eating raw meat to
cooked meat to vegetables to grains, and their lives appar-
ently shortened as a result—a puzzling conclusion indeed in
view of today’'s medical judgments about the relative effects
of meat and grain on health and longevity.

he Old Testament is but one of many sources
- : that relate accounts of extreme longevity. An-

4 cient Sanskrit texts include many stories of
.?‘ humans whose lives reached far beyond the
5 normal span. A notable example is King
’x Yayati, a deeply religious man whose virtuous
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conduct freed him—as well as his subjects—
; I from the ills of old age and disease. Yayati and
his people all were destined to look no older
than age twenty-five forever. But envious old Yama, the god
of death, was jealous of this earthly bastion of immortality
and complained to Indra, the god of rain and thunder, about
Yayati's parallel heaven. So Indra sent old age, in the form
of a beautiful woman, to tempt Yayati. Beguiled by the
temptress’s charm and sweet songs, the king began to ne-
glect his religious duties—and he began to age. When
Yayati finally yielded to his fate after years of struggle, his
subjects decided they did not want to live without him and
chose to accompany him to heaven.

Another cherished Hindu myth describes the long-
lived Uttarakuru, a race who dwelt in the mountains of
northern India. Their lives were blessed by a magic tree,
whose fruit protected the Uttarakuru from illness and old
age and extended their life span to a thousand years. The
sacred tree as a symbol of long life or immortality is integral
to many cultures. Adam and Eve, of course, might also have
achieved godlike longevity from Eden’s Tree of Life had
they not gotten themselves thrown out of the Garden. (As it
was, Adam made it to the age of 930, according to Genesis.)

Even leaving aside for the moment alchemists who
supposedly achieved immortality by means of their concoc-
tions, there have been over more recent centuries a number
of breathtaking claims of great age, although most of them
were characterized by an absence of any substantial proof.



For example, the Countess of Desmond, an Irish noblewom-
an who died in 1604, was said to have been 140 years of
age at her death (some put her at 145 years). One writer
said she was well known for her love of dancing "even
when a hundred Christmasses had passed over her head.”
He added the much more astonishing information that
when she was 140 she walked all the way from Bristol to
London, more than 120 miles, to seek relief at court from
her impoverished state. In his History of the World, Sir Wal-
ter Raleigh claimed he knew the old countess himself, and
that she had married in the 1460s—which would mean, if
she was actually 140 in 1604, that she had been wed not
long after her birth. As a later author circumspectly put it,
Raleigh was ""not regarded as a paragon of veracity.”

A Yorkshire fisherman by the name of Henry Jenkins
said that he was 169 as he neared his death in 1670. When
he had made a sworn statement in court three years earlier,
however, his age was declared to be 157, which would have
made him 160 when he died. That would be impressive
enough, but there is no indication the court required proof
of his age. Jenkins claimed to remember boyhood experi-
ences involving the battle of Flodden Field between the Eng-
lish and the Scots in 1513.

A Scandinavian sailor named Christian Jacob Drack-
enburg was accepted by newspapers as being 149 when he
died in 1772; they called him the Old Man of the North. He
said he married at the age of 111, and at the end of his life
he was still walking four miles at a stretch—but he never
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1 produced evidence of his date of birth.
One of the most widely accepted
claims of unusual longevity was that of
Thomas Parr, a Shropshireman who al-
leged himself to be 152 in the year 1635.
A peculiar chain of events lent credence
to his story, not only with the public but
among scientific men of the era. One of
Charles 1's court favorites, Thomas, Earl
of Arundel and Surrey, was visiting
some of his estates in Shropshire when
he heard of Old Parr and went to see the
aged peasant. Thomas at once decided
the king would find Parr an amusing cu-
riosity, so he loaded the old man onto a
horse-drawn litter and took him to Lon-
don. Parr became a court sensation and
the talk of the town. But the trip must
have taken its toll, because the peasant
sickened and died in November 1635.
The story does not end there, how-
ever. The king's favorite doctor was
none other than William Harvey, who
was already famous and highly respect-
ed throughout Europe’s scientific com-

Most stories about the mysteri-
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ous Comte de Saint-Germain
(left) suggest he died in 1784 at
the age of 188—or, in one tale,
a ripe old 223 —and was duly
buried in France. According to
other accounts, however, the
venerable nobleman subse-
quently reappeared and re-
mains alive and active today.



Thomas Parr (right), the “Old
Man of Shropshire,”” was said
to have lived under ten English
monarchs, worked his fields
until he was 130, and attained
the age of 152 before his death
in 1635. But birth records
proved elusive, and Parr’s lon-
gevity is now generally consid-
ered a myth of his own making.

munity for being the first to show how
blood circulated through the body. King
Charles asked the physician to perform
an autopsy on Thomas Parr. In his Latin
notes on his findings, Dr. Harvey mar-
veled over Parr’s fine physical condition.
The ““body was muscular,” the heart was
“healthy,” and the bones were “not at
all brittle.” Even the hair on Parr’'s arms
was still black, he noted.

Harvey never gave the impression
that he thought this excellent condition
could mean Parr was not really as old as
alleged. The physician’s apparent accept-
ance of the peasant'’s claim caused other
scientists and scholars throughout Eu-
rope to also accept it as true. Some con-
tinued to hold this view right up into the
twentieth century, even though Harvey’s
critics pointed out that the physician was
an accomplished courtier who would
not have wanted to expose the king's
gullibility nor to offend a powerful no-
bleman like the Earl of Arundel.

The twentieth century, too, has
produced its share of claimants to more
years than scientific authorities believe [
possible—and convincing proof is as
scarce as ever. On May 6, 1933, for in- ]
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starice, a London paper proclaimed that =
the "“oldest man on earth” had just died
in China. His year of birth was given as 1680. In his sup-
posed 253 years, he had outlived twenty-three wives; a
twenty-fourth, his 64-year-old widow, survived him.

At about the same time there came to public attention
a case that at the very least made greater pretense to legit-
imacy, and which many people accepted as genuine. The
individual involved was Zaro Agha, a Turk, who said he
was born in 1774. The unusual element here was that in
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1930 the Turkish government issued Agha a passport offi-
cially confirming his age to be 156. Agha claimed that as a
young man he had seen Napoleon leading his troops into
Syria in 1799. Such stories made highly readable articles for
the many newspapers who sent correspondents to inter-
view Agha—including the Times of London, which probably
had more prestige and a greater reputation for probity than
any other major journal of the era. An impresario signed up



With a serpent as their churning rope and a mountain as a paddle, Hindu
gods (left) and demons (right) churn the ocean to obtain amrita, the nectar of life, in
this eighteenth-century Indian painting. The helpful tortoise is Vishnu.

Crowding fhe Waiers of Lii¢

On February 6, 1989, some 22 million
Hindus thronged the shores of the
Ganges and the Yamuna rivers where
those two sacred streams meet at
Allahabad, in northern India. The peo-
ple had all come in search of the same
reward: eternal life. The crowd is be-
lieved to have been the largest ever in
one place at one time, and over the
next forty-nine days another 38 million
or so showed up—such is the compel-
ling attraction of immortality.

The eternal life they sought was
spiritual, however, not physical. As
Hindus, they hoped to escape the ever-
turning wheel of repeated corporeal
incarnations and achieve the flesh-free
peace of nirvana. Hindus believe there
is no better occasion for securing this
release than the Kumbha Mela, or

Festival of the Pottery Jar. According to
their scriptures, gods and demons
working together in the ancient past
(above) churned from the ocean the
nectar of eternal life, called amrita. But
after collecting it in a pottery jar, the
Golden Kumbha, the factions fought
over it and in their struggle spilled four
drops. One drop each fell on Ujjain,
Hardwar, Nasik, and Allahabad, and
now the festival is held every three
years at one of those four holy cities.
The 1989 Kumbha Mela at Allahabad
was deemed especially auspicious
because it coincided with a lunar
eclipse and an alignment of the Sun,
the Moon, and Jupiter that occurs only
every 144 years. Enhancing this sacred

| time was the venerableness of the

location. The Ganges is Hinduism's
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Hindu worshipers crowd the
shallows of the Ganges to bathe
in, drink, and carry away the
revered waters. Pole-and-rope
barriers help to ensure safety,
and boats stand ready to ferry
the faithful to the Sangam, the
holy point where the Yamuna
and the Ganges rivers meet.



S

A bearded holy man, or sadhu,
bearing the clay-paste marks of
his sect on his forehead, holds
out the brass pot in which he
collects sacred Ganges water.
His vessel is a symbol of the
Golden Kumbha, the pottery
vase that Hindu scriptures say
contained the nectar amrita.
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Riding on a float, a celebrant
blows twin trumpets to an-
nounce the procession of the
nagas—most revered of the
sadhus—to the water. Attendees
making way for the nagas
throw rice in the air to greet

the holy men as they pass.
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most honored river, and the holiest
place for bathing is at the point of land
called the Sangam, where the Ganges
and Yamuna converge. Here a third
river is said to join the other two—the
Saraswati, the invisible river of enlight-
enment. Hindus believe that immer-
sion in the Ganges near where the
amrita fell, and during the Kumbha
Mela, guarantees release from the
earthly cycle of death and rebirth.
Although all of Hinduism’s many
sects and doctrines are represented
and welcome at the Kumbha Mela, it is
the sadhus, or holy men, who lead the
proceedings and give the event its
spiritual depth. Most revered of sadhus

|



First to bathe in the early-
morning darkness of the first
and most auspicious feast

day, several naked nagas (left)
wash the cow-dung ashes from
their bodies in the cold water at
the Sangam. Hindus believe
that these holy men’s ablutions
Sfurther sanctify the waters for
bathers who come after them.
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Garlanded in beads and mari-
golds, the sadhu seated at
center has covered his face in
ashes. Sadhus and gurus, with
their followers, are granted
their own special encampments
at the Kumbha Mela festivals.

A militant mounted naga, clad
in cow-dung ashes and mari-
gold garlands, helps lead the
procession to the river for the
first day’s bathing. In keeping
with the rider’s high station, his
horse is elaborately decorated.




Shaded by ornate parasols,
gurus of high rank are borne by
their devotees toward the holy
waters as the spectacular pro-
cession continues. Bright plac-
ards called patakas (top) identi-
Jy the various sects attending.
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are the nagas, ascetic practitioners of
rigorous martial and spiritual disci-
plines. Nagas lead the first procession
to the river, to bathe at the Sangam at
the astrologically most favorable mo-
ment. Devout Hindus line the proces-
sion route, straining to touch the holy
men and smearing their own fore-
heads with the dust nagas have trod.
Celebrants of the 1989 festival began

| arriving at the river in early January,
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occupying a government-built 3,600-
acre tent city with roads, water, and
power lines. On every day of the fifty-
day ritual, worshipers stood in the
chilly waters of the winter Ganges
amid a devotional din of chiming bells.
They chanted mantras, pouring offer-
ings of milk into the river and setting
adrift tiny boats of stitched leaves
bearing flowers and sweets, in thanks
for their newfound immortality.




Women work together to dry a
billowing sari in the wind on
the riverbank (below), after
washing it in a traditional Kum-
bha Mela purification rite. Al-
though women are all but ex-
cluded from Hinduism'’s highest
spiritual aspirations, many do
attend the Kumbha festivals.

A worshiper drenches herself
Jfrom toes to scalp in the
Ganges. Many celebrants can
be heard chanting a Hindu
prayer to the Seven Sacred
Rivers: ‘O, Ganges! O, Yamu-
nal! O, Godavari! O, Saraswati?
O, Narmada, Sindhu, Kaveri!
May you all be pleased to

be manifest in these waters!”’
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Agha and took the former porter and his precious passport
on a profitable tour of the world—including the United
States, where the curious flocked to see someone born be-
fore the American Revolution. Agha went home to Turkey
in 1933 and died not long thereafter.

All these examples are generally discounted by mod-
ern authorities on aging, who instead look at the past and
see a human life span that has increased for clear reasons
and that has never reached the years claimed by people like
Zaro Agha. It is believed that at first the life span of proto-
humans increased through evolution. This notion is based
on the observation that among mammals the greater the
brain weight in proportion to the body weight the longer
lived is the animal. Fossils show that early hominids had
much smaller brains for their body sizes than do modern
humans; thus it is thought that their life spans were much
shorter. Hominid brain weights grew rapidly until about
100,000 years ago, so it is presumed that longevity in-
creased accordingly and reached a plateau at about that
time. It appears that the brain-to-body ratio has not
changed since then, although no one can say for certain
there has not been some growth in, say, the last 10,000
years, because the increase could be too small to measure.

ife spans, of course, have increased remark-
ably during historical times even without any
help from evolution. Historians have deter-
mined that citizens of Rome during the early
years of the Christian era, when the Roman
Empire flourished, lived a mere twenty-two
years, on average. Many Romans lived far
longer, but infant mortality and infectious dis-
eases were cruel oddsmakers in those days,
and the low probability of a long life was strongly biased by
the multitudes who died in childhood. By the beginning of
the twentieth century—almost 2,000 years later—better liv-
ing conditions, disease control, and medical care had added
two to three decades to the average life span. In less than a
century after that, improvements in sanitation and nutrition
combined with modern medicine to extend life expectancy
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another twenty to thirty years—for those lucky enough to
live in highly developed nations. People in these favored
cultures now survive to an average age of more than seven
decades. In many underdeveloped countries, by contrast,
death still comes much sooner. Present-day inhabitants of
such nations as Ethiopia, Somalia, and Bangladesh, often
ravaged by famine, disease, and war, tend to be cut off in
their forties or early fifties—no better odds of long life than
were enjoyed by late-nineteenth-century Europeans.

These statistical outlines of life expectancy deal with
the actual length of time the average person in a given so-
ciety can expect to live. Important as these figures are to
governments, insurance companies, product advertisers,
and demographers, they do not address the issue of human
potential. The puzzle remains: Pestilence and violence
aside, what is the longest a human can live?

Some gerontologists, scientists who study aging and
the problems of the aged, think they have an answer. Based
not only on biological research but also on the work of an-
thropologists and sociologists among long-lived human so-
cieties, they estimate that the maximum human life span is
between 110 and 120 years. By this age, they contend, the
body simply wears out, even if it has survived all the mis-
haps, diseases, and flawed genes that normally claim most
lives decades earlier. Furthermore, according to most ger-
ontologists, despite the multitudes of experiments tried over
the centuries and all the medical marvels of the last hun-
dred years, this ultimate human term probably has not been
lengthened by a twinkling since modern humans replaced
earlier hominids on the evolutionary scene.

But some authorities say those limits are not neces-
sarily permanent. “On an evolutionary scale, the human life
span has increased,” notes Leonard Hayflick, director of the
University of Florida's Center for Gerontological Studies.
“This fact is important because it implies that the human
life span, even if it has been fixed for millennia, has the
potential to increase in the future.”

Caleb E. Finch, professor of gerontology at the Univer-
sity of Southern California in Los Angeles, and Robert M.
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Sapolsky, a Stanford University biologist, point out that
some species do not age, or senesce, as science terms it.
“Startlingly enough,” the pair reported in a collaborative ar-
ticle, "for many species things are otherwise. Bristlecone
pine trees and rockfish, certain parameciums and some so-
cial insect queens, to name just a few, do not senesce."”
ecause their cells do not wear out, individuals
in those species would live virtually forever
were they not eventually eliminated by an
outside force, such as a predator or drought.
In fact, what is believed to be the world’s old-
est living tree, a bristlecone pine in the Sierra
Nevada in the southwestern United States,
has survived for some 4,600 years. In some in-
sect species, a nonsenescing queen who uses
up all the sperm she took in during her once-ever mating is
deliberately killed by the workers who up till then have de-
voted their lives to feeding and protecting her. Otherwise,
she would linger on indefinitely, an unproductive burden to
the colony, because old age itself would never do her in.
Interestingly, it appears that nonsenescence was the origi-
nal way of life on earth, since nonaging species in general
are less complex and seem to have evolved earlier than
species that do age, such as mammalian species. Obviously,
it could be of great interest and importance to human be-
ings to discover exactly why those species never age.
Some people believe the answer to extending life is
not to be found in the physical realm of science at all. They
insist that spiritual enlightenment is the force that can
stretch the sullen bonds of the flesh into dimensions beyond
medical expectation. Such claims are difficult to test, but
some studies of meditation’s effects on health and longevity
have yielded surprising results. A 1982 survey showed
that—diet and chronological age being equal—people who
had been regularly meditating for years tested as ‘“biologi-
cally younger” than subjects who had been meditating over
a shorter span, and the latter in turn were biologically
younger than a control group that did not meditate at all.
A 1989 report on a study by five Harvard scholars ac-
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tually concluded that Transcendental Meditation, as taught
by the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, could "literally extend hu-
man life.” Seventy-three residents of eight nursing homes—
their average age was eighty-one —were randomly assigned
to several groups. One group was coached in TM, others
were trained in different kinds of mental control and relax-
ation procedures, and some received no treatment at all.
After three years, 100 percent of the TM subjects were still
alive. The other categories had significantly lower survival
rates—only 77.3 percent for the untreated group.

Whether more knowledge of evolution or nonsenes-
cent species, or of yoga, meditation, or any metaphysical
practice, will ever add a day to the human life span is still
an open question. But it is a good guess that people will
continue seeking ways to live longer, just as they have since
the awakening of humanity.

Anthropologists who dig into paleolithic campsites know
that there was nothing permanent about the settlements of
people who wandered the earth in those days—except for
the graves. However changeable their own existences, they
were at pains to see their dead comfortably settled as if
waiting to be awakened for another life: in mounds of earth
heaped for the purpose, in caves, or beneath piles of stones
apparently constructed to permanently mark the burial site.
"The city of the dead,” wrote social critic and historian
Lewis Mumford, "”antedates the city of the living.”

As humankind settled down, the concern for seeing
the dead off in style increased. "The oldest, most numerous,
and most imposing relics of our ancestors are funerary,”
noted English historian Arnold Toynbee. Almost all ancient
peoples believed in some form of afterlife, but in a sense the
Egyptians sought physical immortality; they thought a satis-
factory life after death was obtainable only if the body was
preserved. That was why they buried the corpses of poor
villagers in dry sand that forestalled deterioration, and
mummified their pharaohs with elaborate ceremony and
tucked them safely away in gigantic stone pyramidal tombs.

Nowadays, some modern occultists and paranormal



theorists view the pyramids as more than just funereal safe-
deposit boxes. Pyramid enthusiasts believe the forms emit
various kinds of energy rays with life-enhancing power.
They say ancient Egyptians employed these rays to preserve
bodies by preventing decay. The body in turn would “‘broad-
cast the energy to the soul” to guard the soul against death.
Modern promoters of pyramid power sell a number of
pyramid-style contraptions that supposedly concentrate the
“life force,” and thus—by implication, although legal cau-
tion may preclude outright claims—extend life. '
notion that first gripped the human imagina-
tion eons ago is that of a water source that
confers immortality, or at least a long and
youthful life, on anyone who drinks from it—
or, in some cases, bathes in it. The Greek his-
torian Herodotus, famed for his accounts of
the Greco-Persian wars, wrote in the fifth cen-
tury BC of a Persian king whose spies reported
a spring of magical water in Ethiopia. The wa-
ter rejuvenated those who drank it, enabling some to live to
120 years. Herodotus accepted the tale, passing it along
whole to his readers, who in turn apparently readily be-
lieved that youth could be regained so easily.

The idea of a fountain of youth proved one of the most
alluring and enduring of human dreams. Its best-known ad-
herent was probably a Spanish governor of Puerto Rico
named Juan Ponce de Ledn, who in 1513 set out to track
down the rumored fountain in the unexplored reaches of
the New World. As it turned out, however, he found death
instead of youth, suffering a mortal wound in an Indian at-
tack in Florida in 1521.

While the fountain eluded Ponce de Ledn, millions of
latter-day sybarites have discovered real-life substitutes in a
variety of healing waters. European spas of the nineteenth
century drew many patrons who believed the waters would
lift the burdens of old age. Early Europeans treated these
outpourings of mineral waters as holy wells or springs,
where prayers were offered and healing received. The hot
springs at Bath, England, are typical; they were used by the
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In search of a New World foun-
tain of youth, sixteenth-century
Spanish explorer Juan Ponce de
Leon (standing, lower right)
pauses with his men beside a
promising stream in this
nineteenth-century engraving.
Ponce de Leon explored Bimini,
Florida, and the Yucatan in his
JSruitless quest for immortality.

Celts and then by the Romans almost two millennia ago and
remain the center of a thriving tourist industry today.

Another example of antiquity’s interest in immortality
was noted by Galen, a second-century-AD Greek physician.
Galen first gained attention as a sports doctor, patching up
wounded gladiators at Pergamum, and rose to be physician
to Emperor Commodus in Rome, where he had the time and
facilities to win his historical reputation as the founder of
experimental physiology. In one of his many treatises, Ga-
len described a book by a colleague who claimed to be able
to prevent old age. The unnamed doctor said he could pro-
vide immortality to those who came to him when still young
and stayed under his care from then on. Neither the book
nor any descriptions of its supposed life-extension methods
are known to have survived.

Of course, for as long as it has been the object of ear-
nest quests, immortality, or the promise of it, has also fig-
ured in scams of one kind or another. Venetian traveler
Marco Polo learned of an especially ingenious one while
crossing Persia on his thirteenth-century journey to China.
A local ruler created a virtual paradise in an isolated and
secret valley. There, palaces filled with silk-covered furni-
ture and ornamented with gold were surrounded, Polo said,
by a “luxurious garden, stored with every delicious fruit and
every fragrant shrub.” Through a network of conduits,
“streams of wine, milk, honey and . . . pure water” flowed
throughout the garden and buildings. And finally, the ruler
peopled his secret valley solely with “elegant and beautiful
damsels, accomplished in the arts of singing . .. dancing,
and especially those of dalliance and amorous allurement.”

The whole place was sealed off from the rest of the
ruler’s territory by an impregnable fortress built across the
valley’s narrow entrance. From time to time, Polo wrote,
the chief summoned to his court certain courageous boys
and young men, between the ages of twelve and twenty, to
train for service in his guard. Each day he would remind
them of the prophet Muhammad’'s promise of paradise to
the faithful who obeyed the laws of Islam. Well, said the
ruler to his young charges, he, too, “had the power of ad-
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mitting to Paradise such as he should choose to favor.” Af-
ter some days of this, he would have them drugged with
opium and carried off through secret passageways into his
hidden garden of delights.
here the lads awakened in a sumptuous place
literally running with milk, honey, and wine;
they were surrounded by beautiful women
who obliged their every fantasy until, “intoxi-
cated with excess of enjoyment,” they be-
lieved themselves "‘assuredly in Paradise.” Af-
ter four or five days, they were drugged again
and returned to court. There they declared
they had been to paradise, courtesy of their
ruler, who assured them that if they remained loyal and
fought selflessly in his defense, they would on their earthly
deaths return to that place for eternity. As a consequence,
said Marco Polo, the chief was served by a fierce and fierce-
ly loyal band of “disciplined assassins, none of whom felt
terror at the risk of losing their own lives.”

The themes of eternal youth and immortality have al-
ways been entwined. No one ever wanted the gift of eternal
life without the vitality to enjoy it. Many instructive myths
demonstrate the concern. One Icelandic saga, for instance,
tells of a mortal being who shed his skin every twenty years,
a rejuvenation rite that not only made him immortal but al-
so restored him each time to the prime age of thirty years.
The Greek myth of Tithonus also makes the point vividly.
Eos, goddess of dawn, pleaded with Zeus to grant immor-
tality to her human lover, Tithonus. But she forgot to in-
clude eternal youth in her wish, and literal-minded Zeus
granted only what she asked. So Tithonus never died but
grew more and more decrepit as he aged, until at last Eos
had to shut him in a room—where, presumably, he
still lies, babbling and cursing his immortality.

In Gulliver’s Travels, satirist Jonathan
Swift presents the ‘‘Struldbrugs,” peo-
ple who never die but who keep ag-
ing. Eventually, the Struldbrugs ‘‘find

“themselves cut off from all possibility

Her face covered with a burial
cloth, the early Christian
martyr Saint Cecilia lies dead
of deep neck wounds in this
seventeenth-century statue by
Carlo Maderna. Tradition holds
that Maderna modeled the
statue after the saint’s own
body when it was disinterred,
miraculously preserved, four-
teen centuries after her death.

of pleasure; and whenever they see a funeral they lament
that others have gone to a harbour of rest to which they
themselves can never hope to arrive.”

Another case in which immortality functioned as
curse rather than boon is that of the Flying Dutchman, a tale
that many times has crossed the line from legend to seem-
ing fact and back again, The basic story involves a Dutch
sea captain whose behavior toward his passengers and
crew during a storm was so brutal that he was condemned
by God to sail through the gale forever. Not only must he
live eternally with his own iniquity, but he also is doomed to
strike terror in and bring misfortune to any voyagers un-
lucky enough to meet his ghost ship on the high seas.

As a legend, the Dutchman has provided a dramatic
structure for stories, poems, and a famous opera. But the
undying captain and his ship apparently refuse to stay in
fiction. For centuries, sailors the world over have claimed |
they saw the vessel. Probably most notable was a close
view reported in June 1881 by the future King George V of
England, his brother Prince Albert Victor, and thirteen
crewmen of their Royal Navy training ship. The apparition
was bathed in ““a strange red light, as of a phantom ship all
aglow.” Admiral Karl Donitz, commander of the German
navy in World War 11, said he saw the fearful ship when on a
tour of duty in Far Eastern waters.

Possible negative aspects

of immortality, howev- LT

er, seem never to - - N
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have gained the
upper hand



over the enticement of an
eternally youthful life. Natu

rally enough, fresh blood
played a role in the possibili

ties of this from very early on.
Ovid's Metamorphoses tells of
a blood transfusion adminis-
tered by the Greek sorceress
Medea to bring eternal youth
to the aged King Aeson. After
brewing up ram’s blood,
owl’s flesh, snakeskin, and a
variety of roots, herbs, and
plants, Medea plunged her
dagger into a vein in the old
man’s throat and poured in
the magic mixture; the king
leaped from his sickbed, filled
with strength he had not felt
for forty years.

It is thought that a simi-
lar, real-life attempt at rejuve-
nation by transfusion was
performed on sixty-year-old
Pope Innocent VIII in 1492,
but with decidedly less suc-
cess. This grisly operation,
which has been debatably de-
scribed as history’s first blood
transfusion, required the sacrifice of three boys, whose
blood was collected and infused into the aging pontiff. Had
there been any medically sound aspect at all to the whole

At right, the Greek sorceress
Medea stirs a concoction of
herbs and animal parts meant
to rejuvenate her royal father-
in-law, Aeson, who reclines on
cushions in this sixteenth-
century painting by Girolamo
Macchietti. According to the
myth, her potion reversed

the effects of aging, restoring
the invalid king to active life.
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L., — procedure, which there probably was not, the
_15 . :v ignorance of blood types and compatibility
' 3-?:- requirements would surely have

4 , doomed the misnamed Inno-
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cent. So justice was
soon served;
the pope
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died not long after the travesty. His secular effort to extend
his life must have represented a failure of spirit; it certainly
ran counter to the tradition in many cultures that long life
and vigor could best be ensured by saintly behavior.

Even religious figures who do not achieve the reputed
immortality of the blessed guru Babaji are often thought by
their admirers to be able to thwart the physical decay of
their bodies for an extraordinary length of time after death.
More than a hundred cases of incorruption, as the phenom-
enon is known, are recorded in the annals of the Roman
Catholic church. One of the most bizarre is that of Saint
Cecilia, a noble Roman martyred in AD 177. Her execution
was bungled by an inexperienced headsman, who only
partly decapitated her. For three days she lay dying, with
her face to the floor and her hands crossed in prayer. Then
she was buried in that position.

More than a millennium later, in 1599, the basilica
dedicated to Saint Cecilia was restored, and her original cy-
press coffin was discovered there inside a marble sarcoph-
agus. When the coffin lid was

the Middle Ages, trying to make themselves or their paying
clients eternally young.

There were clients aplenty eager to pay for the service.
Wealth and fame often rewarded those who learned to take
advantage of the desire to live forever, and to exploit the
public’s faith in quack medicines that promised not only to
cure illness but to restore-the vigor of youth. Itinerant ped-
dlers and respected alchemists alike dispensed widely sold
potions that became as well known by their brand names—
The Red Dragon, for instance, or The Swan—as patent med-
icines would be in a later era. Some of the concoctions may
have helped cure down-to-earth ills; the discipline of folk
medicine, after all, was developed over centuries of trial
and error. But when it came to extending life and renewing
youth, the claims made for various elixirs were as fantastic
as their ingredients, as evidenced by the recipe for this re-
puted cure-all:

"Pulverize and pass through a sieve an ounce of
soccotrine aloes, one drachm of zedoary, one drachm of
gentian, one of the finest saf-

pried open, according to re-
ports from the large audience
that attended, Saint Cecilia’s
body was found to be com-
pletely intact and still in its dy-
ing position—with the neck
wound still visible.

Black magic features in
many tales as a technique for
overcoming the normal limits
of mortal life. Many traditional
stories tell of characters such
as Doctor Faustus, a learned
German who pledged his soul
to the devil in exchange for
youth, knowledge, and magi-
cal powers. Such tales may
have been inspired by real-life
alchemists and magicians in

Flourishing a Latin banner reading ‘‘Let us pursue the nature
of the shattered elements,” an alchemist seeks the elixir of life in
this richly ornamented page from a seventeenth-century text.
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fron, one of the finest rhubarb,
one of white agaric, one of
Venice treacle, one of kina,
and place in a bottle, add a
pint of good brandy, place
whole in shade for nine days,
shaking it in the morning and
evening. Open on tenth day,
add more brandy, filter.”
When drunk, according
to its creator, this marvelous
medication ‘‘transforms the
body, removes its harmful
parts, its incompleteness, and
transforms its crudity into a
pure, noble and indestructible
being.”” Whatever else the
elixir did, its alcohol content
undoubtedly provided a "'pure,

A happy infant smiles through
the infirmities of age in this
1885 advertisement for a
patent medicine unappetizingly
named Burdock Blood Bitters.
Herbs and alcohol were the
bases of many such supposedly
rejuvenating preparations.




TR




noble’ vision to some imbibers.

One excellent sales technique
of those days was to claim that a
panacea had been discovered or
invented by one of the more ac-
claimed alchemists of the time.
Medieval Europe supported hun-
dreds of these protoscientists,
whose laboratories were filled with
experiments aimed at transmuting
base metals into gold and discov-
ering formulas for eternal youth.
Alchemy was probably introduced

A wrinkled and bloated Pope Innocent VIII
is said to have attempted to extend his life through a
transfusion of the blood of young boys.

Paracelsus (meaning ""beyond Cel-
sus,” a renowned first-century Ro-
man physician). The son of a min-
ing engineer, Paracelsus learned
metallurgy as a boy and got his
medical training not only from doc-
tors but from barbers, midwives,
sorcerers, and alchemists. He was
an early champion of the idea that

a disease could have a chemical
basis and might thus be treated
with chemicals. In laying a founda-
tion for the more scientific ap-

to Europe by the Arabs, who were particularly active in the
arcane arts in the seventh century AD. Like all their follow-
ers, they sought to find and isolate the universal agent, of-
ten called the philosophers’ stone, with which all things—
gold, youth, life itself—could be fashioned. One Arab name
for this magical substance was al iksir, a term that survives
in English as elixir.

The alchemic search for the elixir that promised eter-
nal youth gained force in Europe during the twelfth century,
spreading with the return of Crusaders from the Middle
East. Roger Bacon, one of the most learned men of the thir-
teenth century, thought humankind had lost the longevity
that characterized life before the Flood by immoral behavior
and poor personal hygiene. He recommended clean living
and, as for himself, became a Franciscan monk.

But he also believed that alchemy could prolong the
contemporary life span—then about 50 years—to more than
130 years. Bacon cited numerous cases of '‘secret arts’’ that
lengthened life. A typical story was that of a man who un-
covered a golden jar while plowing a Sicilian field. In the jar
was a wondrous liquid; when the plowman drank it and
used some to wash his face, he was ""renewed in mind and
body beyond measure.”” Bacon never discovered an elixir,
but he survived nonetheless to the advanced age of 80.

Of Bacon's successors, perhaps the most famous was
a Swiss-born physician and alchemist who took the name
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proach to medicine that gradually took hold in succeeding
generations, Paracelsus made a significant contribution to
the quest for a better, longer life.

Yet he, too, hoping to find a quick solution to the enig-
ma of death, touted an elixir of immortality. His recipe
called for a mixture of gold and salt to be steeped in horse
dung for four months and then purified by a variety of pro-
cedures. Administered daily in “‘a good wine,” it would
make “all diseases of the body and mind pass away’’—not
to mention nails, hair, teeth, and skin, which would grow
anew after falling out.

Whether Paracelsus risked the side effects of his con-
coction is unknown. In any event, the mixture was not
enough to protect the alchemist’s own life against the haz-
ards of his habits and behavior: He died at forty-eight in a
barroom brawl in Salzburg.

The use of alchemy in the search for long life was not con-
fined to Western cultures. The Orient has a long tradition of
preparing life-extending potions as well. Ancient Hindu
medicine, known as Ayurveda, had a branch called Kaya
Kulp, the science of rejuvenation. Within that realm, a ma-
jor area of inquiry was rasayana, the study of potions,
whose most popular product was called soma, an organic
elixir alleged to rejuvenate the whole body. According to
one text, the preparation of soma was as important as its
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ingredients and was an intricate business known only to
adepts. The elixir called for climbing asparagus, yam, gink-
go fruit, wild dill, wild fennel, and at least one component
whose identity was secret. However, according to a differ-
ent Hindu medical text, the Sushruta Samhita, soma is not a
mixture of ingredients but the juice of a single plant created
by the gods to forestall decay and death; it is reportedly
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Soma, ancient India’s elixir of
life, was identified with a god
by the same name, who ap-
pears armed for battle in the
woodcarving at left. Known as
the wine of immortality, the
mystical soma was said to pre-
vent death and halt decay.
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visible only to the most pious and grateful believers

The text goes on to describe an elaborate ritual
wherein the potion does its magic work. The patient enters
an inner chamber after scouring his system with emetics
and purgatives. Seven harrowing days follow After drink-
ing carefully administered potions of soma, the patient
vomits blood, breaks out in swellings, and “worms creep



out from all parts of the body.” The muscles wither and fin-
gernails and hair fall out. During this period the body expels
“all filth and obnoxious matter accumulated in the organ-
ism through errors in diet and conduct.” On the eighth day,
rejuvenation begins. Muscles, fingernails, and hair grow
again, and "'the skin will assume the soft hue of a blue lotus
or of a ruby stone.” The beautiful figure who finally emerg-
es will “witness ten thousand summers on earth in the full
enjoyment of a new and youthful body.”

Yet another Hindu recipe for longevity was so-called
viper waters, a potion that was credited with according the
members of some tribes a life span of 400 years. The brew
was prepared annually in spring and served to users in the
morning, on an empty stomach, for fifteen days. (Snakes

were thought by many societies to offer promise of rejuve-

nation. It was common belief in medieval Europe, for in-
stance, that when snakes shed their skins they renewed
themselves; not unreasonably, alchemists and physicians
thought that snake flesh would work the same miracle on
humans. French author Harcouét de Langeville discussed a
cure for age in which patients would eat nothing but the
flesh of chickens that had been fed minced vipers.)

Elsewhere in the East, Taoism, the ancient Chinese re-
ligious tradition that reached its pinnacle about 300 BC, also
employed alchemy. The fundamental element of Taoism
was the concept of the Tao—the ineffable true reality that is
the source of all things. Proper living could !ad to union
with the Tao, a happy state that included, among other ben-
efits, eternal life. Taoist lore was also replete with tales of
xian, humans who practiced yoga and alchemy to achieve
immortality. Over the centuries, many Taoists began to
concentrate more on controlling nature in this fashion than
in seeking harmony with it.

Taoist alchemical techniques for gaining immortality
relied heavily on gold ard on cinnabar, a mercury ore that is
also a deadly poiscn. Hopeful oldsters paid well for these
longevity potions, even though some were demonstrably
fatal. Historians suspect that during the Tang Dynasty,
which reigned from AD 618 to 907, seven rulers who tried a
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variety of these rejuvenating elixirs died from the effects.
A happier fate is ascribed to Wei Poyang, an important
alchemist and author of the oldest known treatise dealing
with elixirs of immortality. Wei went into the mountains
with three disciples to make his own elixir. When it was
completed, Wei fed it first to a dog, which promptly fell
down dead. Turning to his disciples, Wei asked whether he
should take the elixir, then answered his own question.
Having abandoned the world, leaving behind family and
friends to seek the Tao of the immortals, he could not turn
back. Dying of the elixir, he contluded, could be no worse
than living without the Tao.
ei lifted the potion to his lips and slumped life-
" less to the ground. One of his students decid-
ed to follow his master’'s example; he too fell
. dead. The remaining two disciples, lacking
- their brother’s faith, decided that everyday
life, even with its pain and sorrow, was pref-
erable to a supposed immortality accessible
only by instant death. They abandoned the
bodies of the men and dog and descended to
a nearby town. After they had left, however, Wei, his loyal
follower, and the dog were all restored to life. Before leav-
ing to join the immortals, Wei wrote a letter to the doubting
disciples, pointing out that they had let their chance at im-
mortality slip away. When the two found the letter but not
their master, the story concludes wistfully, they were "filled
with sadness and regret.”

The search for life-prolonging energy was never confined
entirely to chemical and organic potions. Human sexual en-
ergy was understandably viewed as a potent force for reju-
venation, and a variety of sexual themes recur in traditional
attempts to achieve immortality. Not surprisingly, in societ-
ies unequivocally dominated by men, virtually all the re-
corded schemes for transmuting the sex drive into a force
for extending life were devised from the male point of view.

In the Old Testament, for example, the aging King
David was advised to ward off the ailments of his advanced




A winemaker (above) adds the
gutted bodies of poisonous
snakes to an urn in this scene
from China’s Bama County.
Later, he will steep a special
herb and rice wine in the urn
Sfor six months before bottling
the contents for sale—snakes
and all—in containers like the
smaller ones at left. Some be-
lieve such reptile wines account
for the apparent longevity of
Bama County residents, who
include one of the world’s high-
est concentrations of cente-
narians, according to Chinese
census records. The most salu-
brious liquor of all is said to be
one brewed from geckos, with
exactly 1,368 of the lizards
used in each urn of the wine.




A Banquef Held Once Every 3,000 Years

In Taoist lore, immortality is the re-
ward of those who lead solitary lives
of ascetic virtue, acquiring so much
vital force that they continue to exist
after their bodies die. Having shed
their physical shells like cocoons, such
Immortals travel through the universe,
enjoying perfect happiness. They meet
at peach banquets given by Xi Wang
Mu, Queen Mother of the West.

Long ago, Xi Wang Mu joined with
the male god Mu Kung to engender
heaven, earth, and all living beings.

| Now she lives in the Kunlun moun-

tains (below), guarding a magical tree
that bears peaches capable of confer-
ring immortality. The fruit ripens on
her birthday every 3,000 years.
The celestial feast that follows (oppo-
site, above) includes not only fresh
peaches, but also such exotic fare as
monkey lips, bear paws, dragon livers,
and phoenix marrow. According to
one ancient text, the meal is ““festive,’
with “music on invisible instruments,
and songs not from mortal tongues.”

In an eighteenth-century
soapstone carving, the
Taoist longevity god
Shou-lao holds a peach
containing a miniature
crane. The fruit and the
bird are common Chi-
nese symbols of long life.




Symbols of eternal rebirth, a
== pair of phoenixes spread irides-

;{Q/ﬁg cent wings in the eighteenth-

o ?g . #{ century embroidered silk be-
“% [ A4  low. Marrow from the mythical
o 4 /| birds’ bones is said to be a deli-
cacy of the peach banquets.

In the ecighteenth-century Chi-
nese lapestry above, Xi Wang
Mu arrives seated on a phoenix
(upper left corner) as one of her
peach banquets begins. On the
platform she is approaching,
the gods of happiness, wealth,
and longevity greet Xi Wang
Mu'’s other immortal guests.




years by seeking the company of a young virgin. The king's
servants scoured Israel for a suitable candidate and re-
turned with a beautiful maiden named Abishag. She nursed
King David, waited on him, and lay with him to provide
warmth, although the two never “"knew’’ each other in the
biblical sense. The king's response to Abishag’s ministra-
tions is not recorded, but the treatment seems only to have
made his last days more pleasant, not longer.

A citizen of ancient Rome appeared to have better
luck with the same concept, which today is known as the
practice of gerocomy. According to one report, a man
named L. Clodius Hermippus is reputed to have lived 115
years; the epitaph on his tombstone, supposedly found cen-
turies later, credited his longevity to "'the aid of the breath
of young women, much to the amazement of his physi-
cians.” The inscription ended with a recommendation to

lead your life accordingly.”

The chronicler of Hermippus’'s method was a physi-
cian, Cohausen by name, who in the eighteenth century
wrote a treatise that laid down guidelines "for Prolonging
the Life and Vigor of Man.” Cohausen’s theory was that
with every exhalation, people breathe out some "particles”
of their essential selves. Those particles could transmit their
qualities to anyone who breathed them in, spreading good
and bad effects alike. Thus, Cohausen reasoned, an old man
surrounded for several hours by healthy young people
would breathe their exhalations, imbuing himself with the
very essence of youth. Among the other cases Cohausen
cited was that of a Venetian who died at 115, having had

‘five wives and fifteen or twenty concubines, all of them
young and beautiful women.” Whether the venerable Vene-
tian really lived 115 years is debatable; whether his wives
and concubines aged more quickly for having breathed the
exhalations of the old man was not recorded.
For those whose resources were more limited, Co-
hausen revealed another technique for distilling the benefi-
al particles from human breath. Five young virgins were to
confined to beds in a small room, in the spring of the

he air in the room would seep through a hole in the
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To obtain the extended life offered by
this twelfth-century Taoist paper talisman,
its owner was meant to burn it and
swallow its ashes with water.




In lovemaking positions like the one on
this seventeenth-century cup, Taoist adepts
courted immortality by approaching,
then shunning, sexual climax.

wall into a bottle exposed to the
. cool outside air. The vapors from
the virginal exhalations would con-
dense in the bottle, providing an
| elixir of life. "A few drops of it,”
wrote Cohausen, "given in the begin-
ning of an acute distemper, resolves
i and disperses the morbidic matter.”
The thirteenth-century English schol-
. ar Roger Bacon also recommended the reju-
i! venating breath of a virgin to ward off old age. g Even arcane sexual and alchemic recipes for a
f As a devout Franciscan monk, however, he was ~ long life cannot banish the awareness of death’s
' careful to admonish against licentious behavior. inevitability. And so savants and dreamers through the ages
Such circumspection was distinctly absent from the  have looked to far-distant or even imaginary lands for a
Taoist approach to immortality. Taoists considered sexual  promise that extended life might be attainable after all. The
- abstinence unhealthy, and like some other Eastern philos-  philosophers of ancient Greece wrote longingly of the Hy-
ophies, such as Tantrism, Taoism extolled ritualized sexual =~ perboreans—literally, those who live "“‘beyond the north
practices as a key to long life. For the Taoists, the key to ~ wind.” These fortunate beings enjoyed a thousand years of
immortality was the preservation of ching, a potent fluid  youth in a land of perpetual sunshine. When finally satiated
identified with male semen and female menstrual fluid. In  with life, the Hyperboreans brought about their own ends by
order to both preserve the ching and still experience inter-  leaping into the sea.
course, a male Taoist adept was enjoined to practice coitus Legends from Hindu, Persian, Celtic, and Chinese peo-
reservatus, always stopping short of his own orgasm while  ples have included accounts of similar outposts of immor-
bringing his partner to a climax. The semen thus held in tality, all of them virtually inaccessible. A modern counter-
check was thought to invigorate and rejuvenate the  part is the mountain-locked valley of Shangri-la, described
man’s entire system. in James Hilton’s 1933 novel Lost Horizon. Hilton's fictional
To obtain the maximum advantage, according to Tao-  happy valley of extraordinary longevity was discovered by
ist thought, the adept should engage in this activity a dozen  survivors of a downed airplane that crashed far off course
or more times in a single day and night, preferably with a  in an impregnable fastness of the Himalayas.
number of different partners. Finally, the women should be Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that contemporary
between fourteen and nineteen years old; older women  scientists as well have journeyed to remote corners of the
were supposed to be deficient in the ching needed to build  world in search of long-lived peoples and their secrets. In
up the adept’'s immortality account. the 1970s, a trio of localities drew the attention of experts:
While modern researchers tend to agree that sexual  the Caucasus Mountains of the Soviet Union, the Hunza
activity in moderation is beneficial to health, some findings  Valley of northern Pakistan, and the Andean village of Vil-
are confusing. The Shakers, a Utopian society that thrived  cabamba in Ecuador.

ulation was merely forty-seven.
The comparison may be skewed,
however, by a function of self-
selection: The Shakers were adults
when they joined the society and had
therefore already survived childhood,
whereas a high infant mortality rate
necessarily lowered the average life ex-
pectancy in the general population.

In nineteenth-century America, abjured sexual contact en- Certain similarities among the three were immediately
tirely. At the turn of the century, the Shakers’ life expectan-  apparent. All are mountainous regions, and all are far from
cy was sixty-seven years—while that of the rest of the pop-  the urban areas where an increasing proportion of the
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-century engraving.

d; David died not

long after at the age of seventy.

the royal bedside in

nineteenth

the aged King David by her
According to the Bible, the
treatment faile

presence, the young Shunam-
mite maiden Abishag arrives at

Chosen to warm and revitalize




world’s population now lives. All seemed to possess con-
siderably more than their share of centenarians, most of
whom enjoyed excellent health and continued to be pro-
ductive members of society. For example, statistics avail-
able in the 1970s showed that the proportion of centenari-
ans in different areas of the Caucasus ranged from 39 to 103
. per 100,000 inhabitants. At the time, the comparable figure
| for the United States was 3 per 100,000.

J According to American anthropologist Sula Benet,
:‘ who spent several years studying the Caucasian people,
' they have been known for their longevity since ancient
times. Greek, Persian, and Arabian chronicles mention the
long-lived peoples in the mountains between the Black and
Caspian seas. Since the 1930s, Soviet gerontologists have
been studying the old people of the Caucasus, trying to de-
términe not only how old they are—a difficult task in areas
where literacy is rare and written records virtually nonexist-
ent—but also how they maintain a health and vigor that is
in stark contrast to the debility common even at younger
ages in other societies.

One Soviet gerontologist counted 15,000 citizens of
the republic of Georgia who were over the age of eighty.
Almost two-thirds of the group took care of themselves
without help; only 7 percent were altogether dependent on
others. One-quarter of the oldsters regularly walked from
one village to another, and an additional 45 percent enjoyed
daily strolls around their gardens. A number who were past
the age of ninety still worked at their lifelong jobs.

Visiting researchers and journalists found a rich trove
of anecdotes about the energetic elderly of the Caucasus.
Temur Tarba, a 100-year-old native of Abkhazia, delighted
in demonstrating his skillful horsemanship. His friend
Markhti Tarkil, 104, daily clambered down a difficult slope
to bathe in the frigid waters of a mountain river. At an al-
leged 117, Gabriel Chapnian routinely worked half days in
the fields, going up and down hills that exhausted much
younger Western researchers.

The one who gained the most notoriety, though, was
tiny, white-haired Khfaf Lasuria, acclaimed as the world’s

M

oldest living woman. When she died in 1975, her age was
variously given as somewhere between 128 and 141. The
celebration of her professed 140th birthday in 1974 was a
national Soviet occasion that drew television crews and a
delegation from Moscow.

In 1972, Lasuria was interviewed by American physi-
cian Alexander Leaf, who decided at the time that she was
at least 131. Only two years earlier, she had stopped work-
ing on the local collective farm where, in the 1940s and al-
ready claiming to be over 100 years old, she had been the
farm'’s fastest tea-leaf picker. A typical day for Lasuria be-
gan with a small glass of vodka; lunch included a glass of
wine, and by day's end she would have smoked a pack of
cigarettes. She was still vigorous in her retirement, playing
with great-grandchildren, tending a large vegetable garden,
sweeping a large courtyard every day, and completely tak-
ing care of her own needs, including laundry. To visit rela-
tives in a distant village, the dauntless great-grandmother
simply boarded a bus and rode off alone.

ews of Lasuria’'s great age drew widespread

‘ publicity but was not universally believed, at
least in part because of discrepancies in the
various accounts she gave of her life story. For
example, in talking with Alexander Leaf, she
shared a memory of the time in her youth
when her first husband considered, but decid-
ed against, leaving home to fight in a "'big war
in the north”’ —the Crimean War of 1853. Two
years later, when interviewed by Russian-speaking Sula
Benet, Lasuria told of fleeing her homeland on a Turkish
boat during the Crimean War when she was a young girl. In
this version of the story, she didn’t return for ten years and
was first married only at the age of forty.

Anthropologists suggest that such confusions are not
surprising. Where few can read or write, storytelling is not
only a form of amusement but also the primary means of
preserving a tribe’s history. Decades of tales told by rela
tives and neighbors in small villages pass along a wealth of
detailed knowledge about the major and minor events that



In these still photos, the mo-
tions of Chinese citizens prac-
ticing the ancient art of t’ai chi
ch’uan (above) seem similar to
the movements of aerobics
enthusiasts (right) working up a
sweat in Denver, Colorado. But
the two exercise groups are
pursuing longevity in nearly
opposite ways. Aerobics practi-
tioners rely on repetitive, vigor-
ous calisthenics to strengthen
the heart and lungs, while t’ai
chi adepts employ flowing,
contemplative poses to enhance
suppleness, to cultivate a bal-
ance of two inner forces called
yin and yang, and to achieve
serenity and detachment.
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shaped the lives of their ancestors. Any mind crammed with
a century’s worth of such memories is bound to get con-
fused once in a while. Furthermore, in societies that accord
great respect to their oldest members, it is only natural that
some of the elderly might slip ancestral stories into their
personal histories to bolster their own claims to exjraordi-
nary age. But even allowing for the unintentional confu-
sions of memory, Khfaf Lasuria’s muddled accounts added
to the doubts about her alleged 140 years.

Similar doubts were raised by the longevity claims of
centenarians living in distant Hunza, in northern Pakistan
(pages 47-55). According to their own testimony, the lives of
the Hunzakuts, as they are called, often stretch to a century
or more. There is reason to believe that such testimony has
itself sometimes stretched the bonds of truth, but there is no
doubting the hardiness and good health of the elderly Hun-
zakuts. Robert McCarrison, a British army surgeon sta-
tioned in India during the early twentieth century, noted the
general fitness of the population and reported that their
wounds and infections healed with remarkable rapidity.
MccCarrison, an authority on nutrition and public heaith,

'~ credited this well-being to the sparse Hunza diet, largely

composed of grains and vegetables. In experiments later in

| his career, McCarrison found that laboratory rats raised on

a Hunzakut diet lived longer and were heailthier than rats
fed the foods of other cultures.

On the other side of the world from Hunza, the town
of Vilcabamba (“’sacred valley” in the language of the Inca)
lies nestled nearly a mile high between peaks of the Andes
in southern Ecuador. Like residents of Soviet Georgia and
the Hunza Valley, Vilcabamba'’s citizens, too, seem to enjoy
particularly long lives. A 1971 census numbered its popula-
tion at 819, including 9 people over the age of 100—a rate
hundreds of times higher than in the United States, and
more than seventeen times higher than in the Caucasus.

Visitors to Vilcabamba in the 1970s found that the
town'’s elders had much in common with the Caucasians
and the Hunzakuts. Many were still lively participants in the
life of the town, working in fields, shops, and homes and
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socializing with their neighbors. Most lived on a subsist-
ence diet of grains and vegetables, with littie meat or fat of
any kind. All enjoyed great respect within their families and
the community. But here, too, researchers had problems
judging the real ages of the oldest inhabitants.

Alexander Leaf—who studied the longevous peoples
of Hunza and Vilcabamba as well as of the Caucasus at first
hand—cites the case of Miguel Carpio as an example. In
1970 Carpio claimed to be 121 years old. Since most of the
town'’s residents were Roman Catholics, baptismal records
provided a means for verifying some claimed ages, but
there was no record of Carpio’s birth. Baptismal records for
his siblings, however, indicated that Carpio was probably
no more than 106 years old—still a venerable age. The gen-
tleman himself complicated the issue further, when Leaf re-
turned four years later and found Carpio’s claimed age had
increased by eleven years, to 132. More detailed research by
later investigators using church records and family inter-
views seemed to show that the typical so-called centenari-
an of Vilcabamba was probably about 85 years old.

oviet gerontologist Zhores Medvedev had
similar experiences in the Caucasus, but in
these cases, he suggested, some of the dis-
crepancies may have arisen when young men
adopted the identities of dead ancestors to
avoid conscription into the army. Alexander
Leaf subsequently reexamined the plausibility
of the age claims he had accepted in his first
round of studies of centenarians. ‘“We now
know those ages in Ecuador and the Caucasus are rubbish,”
Leaf admitted. He said he and other researchers had been
misled, in part by Ecuadoran or Georgian doctors who re-
layed the age claims without checking them first.

Not everyone agrees with such hard-nosed scientific
certainty. In a 1976 book about her Caucasian studies enti-
tled How to Live to be 100, Sula Benet argues that denial of
the old-age claims of her subjects is based on ignorance
and envy. “It often seems to me,” she writes, “that the
doubters actually do not want to believe that people live to
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Tokyo stockbrokers (below)
sometimes die of karoshi—or
job-related stress—a hazard in
all the industrialized world. At
right a Nissan employee works
off stress in the company gym.

such great ages anywhere in the world, especially in the
Soviet Union.” Anthropologist Benet rejects the gerontolo-
gists’ idea of a maximum life span. Just because no one with
a documented birth date has ever survived beyond the age
of 115, she says, does not mean it is impossible. Such limits,
she argues spiritedly, “‘set psychological limits, reinforce
hopelessness among the old, and contribute nothing to our
understanding.”

Support for Benet's perspective comes from psycholo-
gist Robert Morgan in his 1982 book Growing Younger. For
one thing, Morgan suggests that living in the mountains,
specifically at heights of between 5,000 and 10,000 feet,
may well have a salubrious effect on aging persons.
“Among people living at high altitudes,” he writes, "there is
a higher oxygen-carrying capacity per unit volume of blood
and a generally expanded blood volume. The lungs must
work harder to carry the oxygen and the body must exert
itself more in normal activity.”

Morgan urges the application of such scientific knowl
edge to help eradicate the debilitating afflictions that ac
company old age, but he rejects the argument that the hu
man body has a specific shelf life of, say, 115 years. “If we
were to use everything science has taught us to date,” he
writes optimistically, "I feel that 140 years would be a rea
sonable expectation for the human life span—a vigorous
youthful 140 years at that. Spectacular breakthroughs in ge



netics and organ regeneration would take us even farther.”

Whatever the truth of the claims for extreme age—and
most researchers today doubt claims greater than 115
years—scientists acknowledge that many of the old people
they have studied in the world’s remote bastions of longev-
ity are remarkably healthy. Their way of life tends to con-
firm what most Western doctors, nutritionists, gerontolo-
gists, and exercise enthusiasts already preach: regular and
vigorous physical activity, a diet low in fat and high in com-
plex carbohydrates, moderation in the consumption of alco-
hol, and a generally low level of mental and emotional
stress. The most notable item the example of these remote
long-lived peoples would add to that list is, perhaps, not
surprising either: no retirement. They continue to be active,
useful members of society until they literally can work no
longer, reaping all the emotional benefits that attend being
productive and needed.

Roy Walford, the gerontologist who noted that the desire for
physical immortality is “humanity’s oldest dream,” says he
has extended the maximum life span of fish in his UCLA
laboratory by up to 300 percent. He urges that steps be tak-
en now to start pushing back ‘the outer limit” of human
longevity. “It's high time,” wrote Walford. "Not only for
fish, but for us.”

Others share or exceed his confidence in the possibil-
ities. Arthur C. Clarke, the visionary writer of science and
science fiction whose perceptiveness and lucid prose have
made him a leading authority on the future, has pro-
nounced immortality to be not only possible but probably
unavoidable. Death, he writes ""does not appear to be bio-
logically inevitable. . . . Because biological immortality and
the preservation of youth are such potent lures, men will
never cease to search for them. ... It would be foolish to
imagine that this search will never be successful, down all
the ages that lie ahead.”

But, warns Clarke, "'whether success would be desir-
able is quite another matter.”” Another author, Osborn
Segerberg, Jr., expands on that issue. '"'The promise, the
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commitment of biological gerontology,”” he has written, "is
to make the phrase 'and they lived happily ever after’ come
true. However, molecular biologists cannot be expected to
guarantee the happiness part.”” Indeed, asks Segerberg,
would all humans be happy if they lived forever? Or would
they be bored?

Moreover, the practical, ethical, and spiritual ques-
tions arising from a world that has banished natural death
would be legion. If there were no growing old, no need for
retirement, no "ages of man,” could society modify its pat-
terns of family structure and economic growth? What would
become of parents and children over such long spans of
time? Would all members of society or only a privileged few
have access to life-prolonging techniques? How could the
globe support the population explosion that would follow?
What would become of religious commitment—what would
happen to God—if there were no death?

The questions are perhaps unanswerable at this stage;
but they raise troubling doubts. One man who had a strong
opinion on the subject was the author Joseph Conrad. In
1921, long before most of the questions had even been
raised in any serious context, he wrote emphatically: ""What
humanity needs is not the promise of scientific immortality,
but compassionate pity in this life and infinite mercy on the
Day of Judgement."”

Yet, as Clarke points out, the lure of a longer life is too
strong for humankind to resist. Technology is poised on the
brink of a critical advance toward making the age-old
dream come true, and for most people, scientists or laypeo-
ple, it is an exhilarating prospect.

Roy Walford expressed that excitement when he ex-
plained why he chose at an early age to dedicate himself to
a search for the extension of life: It seemed to me (and still
does) that a person'’s allotted span of life is simply too short
to permit a satisfying exploration of the world’s outer won-
ders and the realms of inner experience. We are cut off in
the midst of our pleasures, separated too soon from our
loved ones, shelved at the mere beginning of our under-
standing, and laughed at by the gods.”




The Real Shangri-la

In his novel Lost Horizon, James
Hilton described a hidden Himalayan valley called Shangri-la,
where people aged so slowly that a centuries-old woman was
smooth-skinned and beautiful, and equally ancient men were as
vigorous as youths. The place was imaginary, but an actual valley
in the mountains of northern Pakistan shares so many of the fic-
tional land's characteristics —including unusually fit and long-lived
old people—that it has been described as a real-life Shangri-la.

The valley is called Hunza, and its people Hunzakuts. Dazzled
by the health of aged Hunzakuts, travelers have extolled every-
thing from the valley’s simple lifestyle to its mineral-laden waters
as the secret of long life. Health researchers see some metaphori-
cal snakes in this seeming paradise, including a high infant-
mortality rate and disease-bearing parasites in the fabled waters.
Nonetheless, many inhabitants undeniably do continue productive
work through their eighties and nineties.

Their own explanations include rigorous physical labor and a
diet of fruit, vegetables, and grains. “To live long,’” said an old
Hunza farmer, “work hard and eat traditional things.” Another
factor is the effective natural selection imposed by infant diseases.
One Hunzakut put it bluntly: “Those of us who live are strong.
Those who are not strong die.” Others credit happy families and
low stress levels. “I have just one piece of advice for young people
who wish to live long,”” a Hunzakut said. “'The first thing is happi-
ness. If anything makes you happy, you should use it."”
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A flourishing oasis nestled in
the midst of ow-capped
peaks of Pakistan’s Karakoram
lins, the Hunza Valley is

hle even today by only a
gle road. Of the inhabitants’
extreme isolation, a British

researcher observed in 1938:
They have preserved their
remoteness from the ways and
habits of the modern world
and with it those methods of
life which contribute or cause
the excellent physique and
bodily health which is theirs.”
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Bearded like a biblical patri-
arch, a smiling Hunza elder
hoists a load to his shoulder
with the agility of a youth. Re-
spected for their wisdom, the
oldest Hunzakuts have tradi-
tionally helped govern the tiny
state, meeting each morning to
arbitrate disputes and establish
rules. “By being continually
challenged in this manner by
Yyounger colleagues they re-
tained their mental faculties,”’
wrote physician Alexander Leaf,
who visited the Hunza in 1971.
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WorKers climbing the hillside
below carry rocks and soil to
maintain the masonry-walled
terraces on which their crops
grow (left). Tending the plots of
grains, beans, and vegetables
requires constant clambering
up and down steep slopes,
which may add years to Hunza-
kuts’ lives by promoting cardio-
vascular health and fending off
bone-weakening osteoporosis.
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At threshing time in a Hunza
wheat field (opposite), a boy
stands next to a team of oxen
that is driven over the cut
stalks to separate the grain
from the straw. Accustomed to
hard labor from an early age,
young children are often as-
signed to follow work animals
with a basket or pan in hand to
catch and save the precious,
fertilizing manure as it falls.
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Called ‘‘glacial milk”” becau
of its pearly gray color, wat
melted from distant glaciers
cascades down a rocKy strear
(right). Modern spectrum ana
sis has shown that this murk
looking, silt-laden water—
which the Hunzakuts drink i
vast quantities and use to irri
gate their fields—contains mo
of the trace minerals that are
essential for optimal health.
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