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Unit 1
How to Grow Old
Bertrand A. W. Russell
1 In spite of the title, this article will really be on how not to grow old,

which, at my time of life, is a much more important subject. My first advice
would be to choose your ancestors carefully'” . Although both my parents died
young, I have done well in this respect as regards my other ancestors. My mater-
nal grandfather, it is true, was cut off in the flower of his youth®® at the age of
sixty-seven, but my other three grandparents all lived to be over eighty. Of
remoter ancestors I can only discover one who did not live to a great age, and he
died of a disease which is now rare, namely, having his head cut off. A great-

P lived to the age of nine-

grandmother of mine, who was a friend of Gibbon
ty-two, and to her last day remained a terror to all her descendants. My maternal
grandmother, after having nine children who survived, one who died in infancy,
and many miscarriages, as soon as she became a widow devoted herself to
women’s higher education. She was one of the founders of Girton College® ,
and worked hard at opening the medical profession to women. She used to relate
how she met in Italy an elderly gentleman who was looking very sad. She
inquired the cause of his melancholy and he said that he had just parted from his
two grandchildren. “Good gracious, ” she exclaimed, “I have seventy-two grand-
children and if 1 were sad each time I parted from one of them, I should have a
dismal existence!” * Madre snaturale®,” he replied. But speaking as one of the
seventy-two, | prefer her recipe!” . After the age of eighty she found she had some
difficulty in getting to sleep, so she habitually spent the hours from midnight to 3
a.m. in reading popular science. I do not believe that she ever had time to notice that
she was growing old. This, I think, is the proper recipe for remaining young. If
you have wide and keen interests and activities in which you can still be effective,
you will have no reason to think about the merely statistical fact of the number of
years you have already lived, still less of the probable brevity of your future.
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2 As regards health, I have nothing useful to say since I have little expe-
rience of illness. I eat and drink whatever I like, and sleep when I cannot keep
awake. I never do anything whatever on the ground that it is good for health,
though in actual fact the things I like doing are mostly wholesome.
3 Psychologically there are two dangers to be guarded against in old age. One
of these is undue absorption in the past. It does not do to live in memories, in
regrets for the good old days, or in sadness about friends who are dead. One’s
thoughts must be directed to the future and to things about which there is
something to be done. This is not always easy; one’s own past is a gradually
increasing weight. [t is easy to think to oneself that one’s emotions used to be
more vivid than they are, and one’s mind more keen. If this is true it should be
forgotten, and if it is forgotten it will probably not be true.
4 The other thing to be avoided is clinging to youth® in the hope of sucking
vigor from its vitality. When your children are grown up they want to live their
own lives, and if you continue to be as interested in them as you were when they
were young, you are likely to become a burden to them, unless they are unusual-
ly callous. I do not mean that one should be without interest in them, but one’s
interest should be contemplative and, if possible, philanthropic, but not unduly
emotional. Animals become indifferent to their young as soon as their young can
look after themselves, but human beings, owing to the length of infancy, find
this difficult.
5 I think that a successful old age is easiest for those who have strong imper-
sonal interests involving appropriate activities. It is in this sphere that long expe-
rience is really fruitful, and it is in this sphere that the wisdom born of experience
can be exercised without being oppressive. It is no use telling grown-up children
not to make mistakes, both because they will not believe you, and because
mistakes are an essential part of education. But if you are one of those who are
incapable of impersonal interests, you may find that your life will be empty unless
you concern yourself with your children and grandchildren. In that case you must
realize that while you can still render them material services, such as making
them an allowance or knitting them jumpers, you must not expect that they will
enjoy your company.
6 Some old people are oppressed by the fear of death. In the young there is a

justification for the feeling. Young men who have reason to fear that they will be
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killed in battle may justifiably feel bitter in the thought that they have been
cheated of the best things that life has to offer. But in an old man who has
known human joys and sorrows, and has achieved whatever work it was in him
to do'”’, the fear of death is somewhat abject and ignoble. The best way to over-
come it — so at least it seems to me — is to make your interests gradually wider

10 -
49 and your life

and more impersonal, until bit by bit the walls of the ego recede
becomes increasingly merged in the universal life. An individual human existence
should be like a river — small at first, narrowly contained within its banks, and
rushing passionately past rocks and over waterfalls. Gradually the river grows
wider, the banks recede, the waters flow more quietly, and in the end, without
any visible break, they become merged in the sea, and painlessly lose their indi-
vidual being. The man who, in old age, can see his life in this way, will not
suffer from the fear of death, since the things he cares for will continue. And if,
with the decay of vitality, weariness increases, the thought of rest"! will not be
unwelcome. [ should wish to die while still at work, knowing that others will

carry on what | can no longer do, and content in the thought that what was

possible has been done.

About the Author and the Text

Bertrand Arthur William Russell (1872 — 1970), born in Wales, was a
British philosopher, mathematician and social reformer who combined scholarship
with literary skill and had a rare talent for popularization both in writing and as a
broadcaster. On politics and education he held unorthodox opinions. Well known
for his social views, he was an active pacifist during World War [ . In 1927 he
and his wife founded the highly experimental Beacon Hill School. His liberal
views on marriage, sex, adultery and homosexuality made him controversial
during most of the 1930s. He abandoned pacifism during World War [l in the
face of the Nazi threat but reverted to it after the war, becoming a leader in the
“Ban the Bomb” movement to halt the manufacture of nuclear weapons, and in
the Furopean opposition to U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War in the 1960s.

Russell had one of the most widely varied and persistently influential intel-

lects of the 20th century. During most of his active life, a span of three genera-
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tions, Russell had at any time more than 40 books in print ranging over philoso-
phy, mathematics, science, ethics, sociology, education, history, religion, poli-
tics and polemics, many of them widely read. The extent of his influence resulted
partly from his amazing efficiency in applying his intellect (he normally wrote at
the rate of 3,000 largely unaltered words a day), his memory, and his aristocrat-
ic independence, and partly from his deep humanitarian feeling that was the main
spring of his actions. Among his well-known works are Principles of Mathemat-
ics (1903), Marriage and Morals (1929), A History of Western Philosophy
(1945). In 1950 he was awarded the Nobel Prize in literature.

“How to Grow Old” is taken from Russell’s book Portraits from Memory,
supposedly an autobiographical writing that was published in 1956. It belongs to
the genre of “informal or familiar essay”, written in an easy, intimate
and conversational tone. Characterized by wit and humor, the essay contains a
crystallization of Russell’s mature philosophy of life, full of wisdom and sensible

advice to the reader in a kindly and benevolent spirit.

Notes and Commentary

(1) choose your ancestors carefully — Notice the humorous tone in the first part
of the paragraph connected with describing his ancestors.

(2) cut off in the flower of his youth — a euphemism for “died in the prime of
youth” or “die young”, another example of the writer’s humor

(3) who was a friend of Gibbon — Usually people say “a friend of so-and-so’s”.
When the speaker or writer wants to emphasize that one is a friend of a
famous person, the expression “a friend of so-and-so” is often preferred.

(4) Gibbon — Edward Gibbon (1737 — 1794) is a famous English historian
whose best-known work is The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.

(5) Girton College — the first women’s college at Cambridge University, found-
ed in 1869

(6) “madre snaturale” — (Italian) literally, an unnatural mother. The phrase
here means “What an extraordinary mother! ”

(7) her recipe — her way of doing things

(8) clinging to youth — Used predicatively, the phrase means “showing undue
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interest in one’s children after they have grown up”.

(9) whatever work it was in him to do — whatever work he had the ability to do

(10) until bit by bit the wall of the ego recede — until gradually a person

becomes one with the universe

(11) the thought of rest — Here “rest” is a euphemism for death.

I

1.

Exercises

. Questions for comprehension and discussion:

The author lived a long life (98 years). Is this influenced by heredity?

. How did the author’s maternal grandmother keep herself occupied after she

became a widow?

. What was her attitude towards her grandchildren?

. Is the author qualified to give advice on health? What do you think of his

statement that he never does anything whatever on the ground that it is good
for health?

. Why should old people guard against undue absorption in the past?
. Do old people have a tendency to cling to youth? Should it be avoided? How?

. Where can old people put their experience and wisdom to good use, inside or

outside the family? Why is it no use telling grown-up children not to make

mistakes?

. What, in the opinion of the author, is the best way for an old person to

overcome the fear of death?

In what way is an individual human existence like a river? Does the author

mean that a young person should be like the river when it is narrowly

104236
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contained within its banks and rushes passionately past rocks and over
waterfalls, that a middle-aged person should be like the river when it grows
wider and the waters flow more quietly, and that an old person should be like
the river when its waters become merged in the sea? What do you think of

this comparison?

Comment on the sentence “ Young men who have reason to fear that they
will be killed in battle may justifiably feel bitter in the thought that they have
been cheated of the best things that life has to offer.”

Is the tone serious throughout the essay?

The author uses several figures of speech, such as metaphor, analogy,
parallelism, repetition, hyperbole, euphemism, and litotes. Can you

find their examples in the essay?

Make a list of things which the author recommends as important for a
happy, successful old age. In China some old people are rich, some poor,
some highly educated, some illiterate or semi-illiterate, some hale and hearty,
some bed-ridden, some childless, some with big families. Are the author’s

recommendations applicable to all types of old people in China?

. Fill in each of the blanks with a word from the text. The meaning of the

word is indicated in brackets and the initial letter is given in the blank.

.Her  tous the misfortunes of his family during the war.  (tell)

. It is difficult to avoid a feeling of m  at the sight of school-age
children selling vegetables.  (sadness, depression)

. The mayor telephoned to i ~ whether the gas supply had been
resumed.  (ask)

D feltd after hearing the radio report of the latest forest fires.

(gloomy, depressed)

. What is your r for happiness?  (way of achieving something)

6. Many Chinese emperors died young because their food was not w

e
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10.

I1.

12.
13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

(causing good health)

. Only ac__ person can see suffering without trying to relieve it.

(insensitive, unsympathetic, unfeeling)

. The orphanage is just one of her p __ causes. (charitable, giving

money and other help to the needy)

. 1 saw no j for merging the two firms. (acceptable or good
reason)

Why did hegiveu__ importance to such a minor international agree-
ment?  (excessive, more than is necessary)
Khrushchev was an a flatterer when Stalin was alive. (not
deserving respect)
The water rose above defensive banks built to ¢ it.  (hold back)
The possibility of an ultimate solution to the problem has r rather
than approached as the years went by.  (move away)
His work suffered because of his a _ in sports. (taking up the
whole attention)
They condemned him for hisi ~~ betrayal of their trust. ( shame-
ful, mean)
As we grow old, we feel thed _ of our powers.  (decline)
He has k both poverty and riches.  (have personal experience of )
The explorers were i _ to the dangers and discomforts of the expedi-
tion.  (not caring about, showing no interest)
After visiting ten African countries, the Secretary of Commerce showed
signsof w . (tiredness)
De Gaulle personified the “man of action,” so we were surprised by the
¢ tone of his writings.  (thoughtful, reflective, meditative)
Fill in the blanks in the first two parts of the following passage with words
provided below and fill in the blanks in the last part with words of your
own.
about actiruity against at
cructal exercises extensive fear
forms fun immerse life

intensive not past physically
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prolong retire sustained take
How to Live to Be a Hundred

For adults who remain vivaciously childlike in old age, there has to be a

(1) enthusiasm for some aspect of life. People who want a long

(2) with an alert old age should never (3). If they are
forcibly retired, they should (4) themselves in some new, absorbing
(5.

Some people are naturally more (6) active than others, and are

(7) a considerable advantage providing their activities are (8)
the result of stress. Such activities as walking and gardening (9) life
spectacularly because they are non-intensive _ (10) of all-over bodily
movement. The more earnest aging (11) display a conscious or uncon-
scious anxiety (12) their health. If they (13) exercises too
seriously it will work (14) them. Older individuals who take up

(15) athletic activity are usually people who (16) declining
health. Yet it is (17) that physical exercise — as we grow
(18) the young sportsman stage — should be _ (19) rather than inten-
sive and, above all, (20).

but complaining criticizing disadvantage
explosive favor funeral idea
life-shorteners life-stretcher may must

overstress relaxed subjects terms

way zest lazy thinking

A calm temperament (21) longevity. Those who are sharply

aggressive, emotionally ~(22) or naggingly anxious are at a grave

(23). But it is important to make a distinction between calmly

(24) and passively ~~ (25). Relaxation does not contradict the

(26) of passionate interest. Indeed, (27) for living, eager-

ness to pursue chosen (28) are vital in long life. (29) about
“the good old days”, (30) about how the world is deteriorating,
(31) the younger generations, are sure signs of an early (32).

Being successful is a great _ (33), and can even override such

(34) as obesity and fondness for drink. (35), in gaining

bosma



Unit 1 How te Grow Old 9
success, individuals should not (36) themselves. And success
(37) always be measured in personal (38). A hill-shepherd

(39) feel just as successful in hisown (40) as a Nobel Laureate.

( The last part) Long-lived individuals seem to be more (41) with
what they do than who they (42). They live outside themselves rather
than dwelling _ (43) their own personalities.

In personal habits, the (44) are generally moderate. Extremes of
dietare  (45) common. A mixed diet seems to favor (46).
Puritanical arguments about smoking and drinking have (47) to support
them. Many long-lived individuals __ (48) nicotine and alcohol — in
moderation.

Most long-lived (49) have a sense of self-discipline. That does

(50) imply a harsh military-style masochism (51) the order-
ing of life and the imposition ~(52) a pattern on the events of the
- ~(53). The man who lives long because he (54) a mile a day
doesit every ~ (55). as part of an organized existencc.

(56) and over, during my researches, it emerged (57)
long life goes with a “twinkle in (58) eye”. A sense of humor, impish-
ness, _ {59) that life is fun, are strong weapons (60) aging.
The sour-faced puritan and the solemn (61 soon begin to lose ground,
leaving their  (62) amused contemporaries to enjoy the last _ _ (63).

Finally, nothing is to be gained __(64) a head-in-the-sand avoidance
of the facts of (65) and death. The healthiest solution is to accept that

one’s span on Earth is limited and then to live every day, in the present, and to

the full.

V.. Proofread the following passage. Each line contains one error only and a
few lines are correct. Mark the error ( a Asign for a missing word, a wavy
line for an unnecessary word, and a straight line for a wrong word) and
write the correct version or the unnecessary word or the missing word in the
blank at the end of the line. If the line is correct, place a tick in the blank.

I am not sure that | can draw an exact line

between wit and humor. Perhaps the distinct is 1
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so subtle that only those can decide have long 2
white beards. I am quite positive that of the two, 3
humor is more comfortable and the more livable 4
quantity. Humorous persons, if their gift is 5
genuine and not a merely shine upon the surface, 6
are always agreed companions and they sit through 7
evening best. They have pleasant mouths turned up 8
at the corners. These corners the great Master of 9
marionettes has fixed the strings, and he holds 10
them in the nimblest fingers to twitch them at 11
the slightest jest. And the mouth of a witty man 12
is hard and sour until the moment of discharge. 13
Nor is the flash from a witty man ever comforting, 14
whereas a humorous man radiates general pleasure 15
and is like other candle in the roof. 16
I admire wit, but I have not real liking for it. 7
It has had been too often employed against me, 18
whereas humor is always an ally. Because it never 19
points an impertinent finger out into my defects. 20
Humorous persons do not sit as explosives on a 21
fuse. They are safe and easy comrades. But wit’s 22
tongue is as sharp as a donkey driver stick. It 23
may gallop faster for its prodding, yet the touch 24
behind is too persuasive for my comfort. 25

V. Translate the following into English, using the expressions listed below:
as regards cheat of still less it is no use

cling to part from cut of f on the ground

1 XOLE B T BRI ACR B & B F R IR —X.
2. SRR BRI E IR FIARREFZ BTG HIUCR

3. RABRTCTE T HE, BT PR Ut e R[]l




