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Prologue
To Begin the World Over Again

The youth of America is their oldest tradition.
—Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance (1893)

A giant coffin on wheels. This is how the journalist Mark O’Connell chris-
tened the oddity parked in front of the United States Capitol on Decem-
ber 14, 2015. The man behind the steering wheel of the redesigned 1978 Blue
Bird Wanderlodge RV was Zoltan Istvan, the forty-two-year-old leader and
presidential candidate of the Transhumanist Party. Driving his “Immortality
Bus” across the United States, Istvan campaigned for his vision of a society in
which aging could be reversed and death conquered. To get there with the
help of modern science and technology, Istvan stated, “would be the greatest,
most positive revolution in the history of America and of the world” His
choice of the word revolution was intentional. Istvan walked up to the Capitol,
holding a document that he wanted to post on the building. But the paper
kept falling off the sandstone wall, and police officers armed with Mi6 rifles
began threatening him with arrest. Before he left, Istvan read out the “Trans-
humanist Bill of Rights” to a small group of journalists and supporters and
hastily taped it to the wall one last time. Its six articles, among other things,
labeled aging a “disease” and stated that all modified and nonmodified human
beings had the right to achieve “an indefinite lifespan.”!

Istvan’s publicity stunt may seem quixotic. His premise, though, that grow-
ing old is a malady in search of a cure resonates back in time. In declaring war
on aging, the transhumanists have joined one of the longest struggles ever
waged. Skip back to the year 1772, and we can hear the poet Philip Freneau
yearning for “America” to be a “Paradise anew” where, absent illness and
death, “future years of bliss alone remain.” Fast-forward to the present, and
we find the two oldest presidents ever to run for office, eager to prove that
they are still young enough to serve. We also find futurists proclaiming aging
a code on the verge of being cracked, and tech billionaires turning Silicon
Valley into the mecca of antiaging science. Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg and
Amazon’s Jeft Bezos are investing enormous sums of money to stop their bio-
logical clocks from ticking. The work of elevating humanity into a higher
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state of existence is entering a new phase, and rejuvenation’s portfolio—from
uploading minds into supercomputers to upgrading bodies with cyber-
enhancements—keeps on expanding.

Money and technology are two reasons why the Bay Area has become the
world’s laboratory for cutting-edge research on how to turn back the life
clock. A third one is history. Ever since the signers of the Declaration of
Independence placed the right to life at the apex of the nation’s revolutionary
ideals, Americans have made undeniable advances toward securing the
blessings of longevity. But the question must be asked: Whose lives exactly
are we talking about? Our enchantment with spectacular antiaging schemes
funded by the superrich cloaks a more troubling history, one that rejuvena-
tion’s wealthy backers are loath to address. Statistically, the United States is
getting older each year, with the nation’s median age approaching a record
40 years. Yet, the graying of America has barely disrupted the notion that
youth is the true destiny of this country. Marginalized racial and ethnic
groups have long been at a health care disadvantage compared to the privi-
leged classes. The covip-19 crisis has thrown such disparities into sharp
relief. Simultaneously, the increase of mortalities from so-called deaths of
despair among low-income adults addicted to alcohol or opioids has led to
alarming forecasts. Ghastly pandemics, rising suicide rates, political violence,
and shrinking life expectancies—not indefinite lifespans—are poised to be-
come the new normal for many twenty-first-century Americans. The Istvans
and Zuckerbergs may well be barking up the wrong tree.?

What is rejuvenation anyway? People from all cultures have striven to per-
petuate youth and stave off old age, a desire probably as ubiquitous as falling
in love, caring for children, dreading illness, or fearing death. But while the
dream of eternal youth has deep roots, like those of an ancient oak, rejuvena-
tion as an evolving set of biocultural mechanisms of regeneration and repair
is younger historically. Modern concepts of rejuvenation, which have re-
volved around attempts to maintain youthful, healthy, and productive bodies,
first emerged during the Age of Revolutions. The exaltation of youth, and
with it the language of development, provided the soundtrack for a host of
new nations, most notably for the United States. In a republic said to be
uniquely wedded to the ideals of growth and perfectibility, the image of
America as “the land of youth” would harden over time.*

So far, the question of how the centuries-long obsession with ageless
youth spun itself into major threads of the American experience has escaped
serious investigation. No Country for Old Age changes that. It reveals how the
currents of rejuvenation have merged with the larger social, political, and cul-
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tural streams that run through the history of the United States, from its late
eighteenth-century birth pangs to its twenty-first-century fractures. This
widened lens has two advantages. First, it allows measuring continuity and
change over the longue durée. Second, this book goes beyond accounts in
which rejuvenation is mainly about sex and an upshot of the early twentieth
century, forged at a time when doctors became famous for allegedly making
flaccid men potent again.®

Breakthroughs in the fields of biochemistry, pharmacology, endocrinology,
and plastic surgery spawned a dazzling array of new and at times highly popular
and frequently contentious antiaging techniques. However, to say that the
story commenced with these scientific revolutions is misleading. Manifesta-
tions of rejuvenation started interfacing with specific cultural and political con-
texts much earlier. Rejuvenation may not have become a catchword before the
1900s, yet key characteristics associated with it—regenerative growth, fears of
untimely decay, the human capacity for starting over—already existed long be-
fore, from the time when George Washington’s troops struggled to survive the
winter at Valley Forge. Americans in the late eighteenth century peddled re-
storative balms, teeth-whitening lotions, and youth tinctures of various kinds.
The replacement body parts grown in today’s laboratories have their anteced-
ents in the wooden arms and peg legs sold by nineteenth-century prosthetic
vendors. The formation of distinct age-related categories could predate explicit
recognition through naming. As Harvey Graff put it, “Formal naming often fol-
lows rather than precedes basic social change.”®

When it comes to defining rejuvenation, conceptual boundaries can be as
elusive as temporal ones, as the triad of rejuvenation, longevity, and youth il-
lustrates. Defying cyclical models of growth and decline, longevity and reju-
venation are both expressions of the effort to combat the deterioration of
bodies and minds over time. Still, they do not always overlap. Longevity
advocates have been chiefly interested in extending lives, even if that goal in-
volves easing the physical burdens of old age. Rejuvenationists, in contrast,
have painted old age in much bleaker colors, as a place of irredeemable yet
preventable doom. They seek health but rarely do so without trying to turn
back the clocks of biology or history. Revitalization, not mere prolongation,
has been the rallying cry of rejuvenationists across generations.

The connection between rejuvenation and youth is more intricate, rang-
ing from the symbiotic to the confrontational. Their spheres commonly
touch in youth’s upper echelons where, according to Nicholas Syrett and Da-
vid Pomfret, “youth was something ‘mid-lifers’ strove to recapture, floating
relatively free of its chrono-biological markers.”” Ideally, rejuvenationists seek
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to unite the best of two worlds: the delight of possessing at once the privi-
leges of maturity and the dynamism of youth. Rejuvenation mixes the ages
not only technically but socially: although endeavors to regain youth are
mostly spearheaded by middle-aged adults and older people, they never fully
own them. Their designs often depend on some form of participation, or at
least acquiescence, by younger people, sometimes even by children. Youth
can be quite antagonistic toward old age, and not every youth culture is an
affirmation of rejuvenation. The annals of American rejuvenation are filled
with examples of young people attacking the old, which made it harder for
the elderly to age backward. The struggle over what youth is, and to whom
youth belongs, is central to all rejuvenation projects and thus one of the main
themes of this book.

Making the old seem young is the main ambition behind rejuvenationist
schemes of age engineering. Age has multiple layers that unfold in different
patterns and at a different pace. It is a biological fact: living organisms grow old
until they die. It is a legal category: whether one has the right to vote, collects
an old-age pension, or has to join the army, all depends to a substantial part on
one’s date of birth. It is a cultural construct: age not only historically draws and
redraws the boundaries between one life stage (youth) and the next (adult-
hood); it also imbues these life stages with meaning, which itself is subject to
change as semantic boundaries shift over time. Lastly, age is social performance.
Similar to concepts coming out of the fields of critical race and gender studies,
I want to emphasize the importance of “doing age” as a mode of passing. Ado-
lescents seeking maturity or elders seeking vitality “do age” because they want
to be accepted as members of an age segment other than their own.®

Bodies, like age, consist of different layers. From medieval Europe to the
modern era, individual bodies have served as metaphors for the imagined
bodies of kingdoms, empires, and nation-states. Conversely, these larger enti-
ties have been pictured as susceptible to the same forces of degeneration and
decay that human bodies have to endure. This duality framed historical un-
derstandings of rejuvenation, which promised not just to erase the stamp of
time from biological bodies. An equally important task is to identify the junc-
tures at which rejuvenationists wielded their tools on behalf of repairing and
regenerating the body politic. Rejuvenation’s body projects, with the pros-
pect of better health, potency, and joy, have always moved up and down an
uneven ladder, stretching from the smallest living cells up to entire popula-
tions. Debates over birth rates, life expectancies, or migration evolved in
complex ways; yet behind trepidations about demographic change, a funda-
mental question often lurked: Are we too old or too young?®
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Oscillating between the collective and the individual, rejuvenation com-
prises soft as well as hard elements. “Pay your surgeon very well to break the
spell of aging” is a line from the Red Hot Chili Peppers’ 1999 song Californica-
tion. Histories focusing on invasive procedures from plastic surgery to blood
transfusions, however, sometimes falsely imply that softer practices such as
cosmetics and skin care take place in a different universe. On the contrary,
these practices promised similar results with different methods and consti-
tuted moving parts on a wider antiaging spectrum. A useful analytical frame-
work needs to take into account that different rejuvenationist practices had
different temporalities and destinations. Backward-looking aspirations to be
young again coexisted with forward-looking efforts to stay young. Some
chose iterative modes of escaping the liabilities of aging, like middle-aged
men who sought to recapture boyhood through forays into the worlds of play
and make-believe. Others wanted to extend their youthfulness with one deci-
sive intervention, be it through modes of surgical restoration or by joining
mass movements that strove to renew society.'

No Country for Old Agelooks at America’s long war on aging from all these
angles. It takes rejuvenation seriously as a form of nation-making, not just as
an instrument for self-improvement. This recalibration away from narrower
medical definitions requires telling a broader story. Both a product and driver
of historical change, the scramble for youth branched out in many directions,
and following these branches can uncover connections between people and
movements from different eras that have long gone unrecognized. Is it a coin-
cidence that Americans of the 1840s and 1850s began trusting the recupera-
tive powers of the water cure at the same time that they exhibited a greater
distrust of aging elites at home and abroad; that camping became one of the
nation’s favorite recreational pursuits in the years following the official clos-
ing of the frontier in 1890; that the experiments of rejuvenation doctors in the
1920s to resexualize white men hit the front pages in the heyday of racist de-
mography; or that the hippie revolutionaries of the 1960s advertised the use
of lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD) as a way to return to their inner child-
hoods while the country was losing its innocence in the jungles of Vietnam?
This book answers with a resounding no.

BEFORE CHARTING REJUVENATION’S SERPENTINE PATHS through US
history, it may be prudent to recall that youth has always stood tall in the na-
tional mythology. “In the beginning, all the world was America,” penned
John Locke in 1689. During the English philosopher’s lifetime, stories that lik-
ened the New World to a Garden of Eden, and its Indigenous peoples (who
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were already being slaughtered by the thousands) to childlike “noble savages”
had started circulating in Europe. “We found the people most gentle, loving,
and faithful, void of all guile and treason and such as lived after the manner of
the Golden Age,” noted a survivor of the lost English colony of Roanoke in
what is now North Carolina. No proof exists of whether the Roanoke colo-
nists knew about another ill-fated venture that had taken place farther south
about seventy years earlier, which gave birth to the most enduring rejuvena-
tion legend of the second millennium. What drove the Spanish conquistador
Ponce de Ledn around 1513 to set foot on what later became Florida, accord-
ing to lore, were no material riches or military exploits. He wished to bathe in
the waters of a fabulous spring said to make people young again.'!

The Spaniard never found the “Fountain of Youth,” yet its imaginary
waters would fill the well of American exceptionalism. From Ponce de Ledn’s
expedition to current transhumanist schemes, such myths have irrigated the
belief that the land was destined for greatness because it enabled its people to
start afresh. Thomas Paine, the English-born pamphleteer, gave classic ex-
pression to this idea when he tried to mobilize support for independence in
the spring of 1776. “We have it in our power to begin the world over again,”
Paine implored, predicting that “the birthday of a new world is at hand.”**
Already at the nation’s inception, contemporaries linked the birth of the
United States to the rejuvenation of the entire globe.

Paine’s revolutionary rhetoric offers a glimpse of the first of rejuvenation’s
many faces. Rejuvenationist thought and practice have repeatedly clustered
around utopian ideas, conjuring up worlds where youth is readily available
to those who seek it. It is hard to miss the messianic glow radiating from re-
fusals to succumb to the aging process. Rejuvenation shares with religion
the wish to overcome the limitations of human bodies and temporalities,
even as its promise of transcendence could serve decidedly nonreligious
ends. Americans of all ages, genders, classes, and colors have found strength
and purpose in trying to make older legacies assume younger forms, whether
this meant mending themselves or reforming the communities to which
they belonged. Age-to-youth engineering promised the liberties associated
with infinite growth and expansion, but it also held out the possibility of
liberation from corrosive pasts. The renovation of bodies, individual or col-
lective, often contained an element of moral hygiene. That element bubbled
to the surface when the struggle to reclaim youth melded with the aspiration
to wash off the unyouthful stains of fatigue, cynicism, and despair. In rejuve-
nation’s most utopian guise, empowerment was redemptive, and redemp-
tion was empowering."
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At no point, however, were the roads to ageless youth broad enough to ac-
commodate everybody. They appeared wide to the privileged few but could
turn out very narrow for the unprivileged many. Which persons and groups
constructed these roads, and which were licensed to travel them? Who sat in
the front seats and who in the rear? And which people were denied permis-
sion to use them at all? No critical history can afford to ignore these ques-
tions. Rejuvenation comes with a price tag, and this book is every bit as
devoted to calculating the economic, political, and cultural costs inflicted by
different antiaging fads as it is to explaining their appeal. Another fallacy
would be to assume that only because youth as a purifying force could be
harnessed to all kinds of purposes, all inevitably craved it. As we turn to vari-
ous youth crazes, we must also examine their limitations, contradictions, and,
above all, their divisive effects.

Consider class. To the extent that rejuvenation became commodified and
tied to consumer choices, buying power emerged as a crucial marker of differ-
ence. In an increasingly urban and commercialized society, where the prod-
ucts of rejuvenation—from invigorating elixirs sold on the streets of Civil
War—era America to the rise of recreational tourism after 1900 and the inven-
tion of Viagra in 1989—were available to those who could afford them, includ-
ing the knowledge of how to apply them, poverty became ever more entangled
with the visible signs of premature aging (weary eyes, saggy skin, missing
teeth). Capitalism itself was celebrated in rejuvenationist terms. Rendering
all that was sluggish outdated, the captains of industry held that in an econ-
omy valuing innovation and constantly overturning customs, youth was al-
ways in the making. Labor activists pushed back, developing their own
youth-themed recipes of reform and revolution. Critics on the left, mainly
within the framework of organized labor, posited that fighting a decadent
bourgeoisie required a muscular working-class masculinity, akin to the aes-
theticized brawny bodies that dominate much of the public artwork created
during the New Deal.

Consider gender. As the mention of masculinity indicates, efforts to man-
age and engineer bodies are rarely ungendered, and apprehensions over the
loss of youthfulness have affected the sexes differently. The philosopher and
activist Susan Sontag made this point in 1972 when she assailed the “double
standard of aging” in Western culture that had placed an extra burden on
women to conform to hegemonic beauty ideals. Often blamed by feminists
for making attractiveness the prime measure of female social capital, with sig-
nificant exchange value on the marriage and employment markets, the rise of
the cosmetics industry seems to bear out Sontag’s thesis. Such a reading,
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however, glides over the playful and emancipatory aspects built into cosmetic
practices of rejuvenation. I intend to leave more room for ambivalence. This
includes showing where lipsticks and face powder aligned with the reproduc-
tive body of the mother who was to secure the biological survival of the na-
tion. But it also means stressing how Americans accessed beauty markets to
carve out alternative femininities and queer identities. These have ranged all
the way from the glitzy flapper and confident business girl of the 1920s to drag
queens and the middle-aged millennial women who reject conventional
looks by dyeing their hair gray or silver."*

By no means mutually exclusive, feminine and masculine body projects
often fed off one another. This is true for the relationship between reproduc-
tion and state-building, but no less so for the materiality of rejuvenation.
When talking about soaps, creams, and mascaras, one must not pass over the
imperial infrastructures that facilitated the import of raw materials needed
for the manufacture and consumption of cosmetic products in the metro-
pole. From the mid-nineteenth century onward, palm kernel nuts harvested
in West Africa became ever more indispensable for their high-quality oils and
thus a central part of colonial economies. As early as the 1830s, when search-
ing for an export good to replace slaves, British and US merchants began in-
vesting in the palm and coconut oil trade. Indigenous workers extracted
“youth fluids” under the harshest of conditions for the enjoyment of middle-
class homes in Europe and North America. Long before the pioneering busi-
nesswomen Helena Rubinstein and Elizabeth Arden opened their beauty
parlors in early twentieth-century New York, men who perceived colonial
conquest as youthfully rejuvenating had laid the material foundations for the
beauty industry to flourish.'s

Consider therefore race. If rejuvenation was complicit in stabilizing hier-
archies of class and gender, it was also remarkably white. Skin color has been
a critical factor in defining the boundaries of socially acceptable body en-
hancement. Still, the historical relationship of rejuvenation and race was far
from monolithic. The prevalence of whiteness in Western efforts to inject a
healthy dose of youthfulness in aging organisms begs the question of whether
participating in such endeavors ever constituted a viable option for people of
color. The long history of infantilizing rather than rejuvenating the non-
whites—of keeping them locked in a state of immaturity—added insult to in-
jury. From demeaning grown Black men with the epithet “boy” to portraying
colonized peoples in Southeast Asia or the Caribbean as childlike wards,
white America tended to deny any significant role to racial others in pursuing
rejuvenation for themselves. In the logic of empire, non-whites stood outside
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dominant notions of progressive as well as deep historical time. Nonetheless,
counterhegemonic critiques were possible. Antiracist and anticolonial activ-
ists turned the racist view on its head that healthy encounters with the primi-
tive were needed to cure Anglo-Saxon culture of “civilization fatigue.” The
vocabulary of youth, they hoped, would further their causes, too.*¢

Finally, consider political ideology. Americans who lived through the
founding era adopted a youthful image for their nascent republic with relative
ease since the United States was formed in explicit opposition to the old
monarchies of Europe. The challenge to this exceptionalist binary arrived in
the form of distant revolutions with their own distinct notions of newness.
In the nineteenth-century world of competing nationalisms, and perhaps
even more so in Eric Hobsbawm’s twentieth-century world of ideological ex-
tremes, age became a crucial tool of self-making and othering. Much ink has
been spilled over how fascists and communists embraced youth-led action to
fight the remnants of the old order and to enforce alternative modernities
built on militarized concepts of class and race. But “new men” and “new
women” were not just in high demand in Rome, Moscow, or Berlin. Policy-
makers from white middle-class America, too, championed revitalization
treatments for their time-honored republic, if only to refute allegations that
liberal democracies were like doddering elders staring into their own graves.
Such demands for rejuvenating the state often concealed a strong conserva-
tive, if not reactionary, streak. This is another sobering lesson this book aims
to impart: the prime reason America’s political elites sought to shed old
skins was, in many cases, the fear that youthful alternatives from foreign shores
might overtake them, rather than a sincere wish to start over again."’

HISTORY HAS A BAD HABIT of overwhelming those who study it. The deeper
one digs, the greater the risk of drowning in information. Rejuvenation, too,
may appear as a many-headed hydra. Slash off one head without cauterizing
its stump, and two new ones will grow in its place. The mission at hand,
though, is not to slay a monster. I see my role as that of a cartographer who
tracks directions, locates intersections, assesses dead ends, and gauges dis-
tances. In rejuvenation’s grid system, we find uncharted paths that expand
into busy highways alongside roads that fizzle out and lead nowhere. Each
body project that left a mark in the annals of the United States had its own
lifespan, geographic reach, social constituency, degrees of acceptance and re-
jection, and ideas about what constitutes the perfect age. A set of rejuvena-
tionist practices that chimed with one group might have struck another as
misguided. Others rejected the scramble for youth wholesale, sensing an
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assault on the virtues of old age (such as wisdom and dignity) or, more dis-
turbingly, a wolf in sheep’s clothing: a perfidious scheme to disguise the
legacies of misogyny, racism, and war.

And yet, rejuvenation’s contested pasts add specificity to the human long-
ing to bridge two conflicting desires. On the one hand, rejuvenation fasci-
nates us because it conjures up a horizon of unfading physical and mental
powers where the linearity of time is suspended and subjected to human con-
trol. In a future in which crossing the threshold from vitality to exhaustion is
indefinitely delayed, holding on to youth is seen as tantamount to realizing
fantasies of seemingly boundless improvement. On the other hand, rejuvena-
tion is tangled up in idealized pasts waiting to be rebooted, a nostalgic yearn-
ing to return to a place where one finds relief from a vexing present. Precisely
because it swings between the dynamism of youth and the innocence of
childhood, this pendulum has served reactionary as well as revolutionary
causes, as a means of preserving society as well as changing it.

The chapters of this book revolve around some of the more momentous
pendulum swings in America’s past. They focus on examples from different
periods but are tied together by the same analytical matrix: Where and when
did enterprises dedicated to repairing individual and collective bodies rein-
force one another? Where did they clash and collide or simply go separate
ways? How inclusive was the circle of we in such circumstances? Which ac-
tors voiced criticism, and which were deemed unworthy of rejuvenation and
left out? What difference did it make when adult rejuvenators sought alli-
ances with actual youths, and when did the latter sense identity theft and
push back? What was the historical fallout of failed rejuvenation attempts?
Did the wreckage they left behind give birth to cautionary tales? Or did disas-
ter simply initiate the next round of rejuvenation?

The episodes highlighted here cover all these questions, tracing the evolu-
tion of a dauntingly vast obsession that has attached itself to different causes
over two-and-a-half centuries. This story does not move along a straight path,
and reading the following nine chapters may feel a little like tracking the fa-
mous baseball in Don DeLillo’s novel Underworld as it passes from one owner
to the next. Emphasizing that rejuvenation is a highly malleable concept, at
times even a jarring shape-shifter, is exactly the point. Hardly ever pursued as
an end in itself, the desire to fend off old age was woven into a grand historical
tapestry of biopolitical struggle in which diverse groups believed they needed
younger selves to better their status in society. Open to redefinition, rejuvena-
tion could pop up in unexpected places as a frequently unspoken yet power-
ful concern.
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Chapter 1 revisits the nation’s founding, detailing how its architects tried
to convince themselves that the new United States was both the most youth-
ful and most mature nation ever established. This consensus was shaken in
the 1840s and 1850s, when the country was gripped by water cures, revolu-
tionary movements, and generational strife. These connections are the sub-
ject of chapter 2. In chapter 3, the story turns to the rejuvenationist effects
that Americans ascribed to various frontier crossings, from fin de siécle expe-
ditions to the advent of mass tourism in places like Florida and California.
Chapter 4 addresses the fraught relationship between cosmetics and colo-
nialism, before chapter 5 reassesses surgical attempts to boost Euro-American
potency in the interwar years against the triple backdrops of the Harlem
Renaissance, the Great Depression, and eugenic concerns about the fading
vitality of the nation.

Chapter 6 moves on to discuss rejuvenation as a tool in US foreign rela-
tions, using the reeducation of defeated Germany and Japan after 1945 as the
two main examples. The long 1960s serve as the backdrop to chapter 7, which
examines the ways in which countercultural activists eager to take on the es-
tablishment idealized youth and childhood as redemptive spaces. Chapter 8
expounds how youthfully fit and slim bodies became fixations for disoriented
and predominantly suburban middle-agers in the 1970s. The book ends with
an appraisal in chapter 9 of the antiaging schemes hatched by Silicon Valley’s
tech elite, demonstrating how fantasies of everlasting youth have both ani-
mated transhumanists and alarmed their critics.

Dreams of returning to purer forms spanned oceans and continents, and
my interest in the United States is not meant to minimize rejuvenation’s
global reach. There is nothing inherently American about the desire to dodge
the jaws of old age. Yet, when it came to believing that it can prosper in power
and prestige without having to pay the price of aging, the United States has
had few rivals. At home and abroad, images of America’s perennial youth have
endured the passage of time. That sense of unfading newness has shored up
claims about the nation’s special destiny compared to the rest of the world.
For some, the country has never stopped coming of age, despite the fact that
it has existed for almost 250 years. Youth and innocence have been remark-
ably resilient symbols throughout US history, even as they have caused more
harm than good. I want to resist the temptation of a narrative in which with-
ered creeds survive countless winters only to regreen more lavishly the fol-
lowing spring. Writing about rejuvenation that way would amount to a refusal
to listen—a failure to heed the experiences of people who, excluded from the
refurbishing powers of a fresh start, have groaned under history’s agonizing
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burdens far too long. More than ever, we need stories about ourselves that
teach us humility instead of hubris, empathy instead of self-enhancement.

As Itell the unfamiliar story of America’s war on aging, I want to retell the
story of America in refreshing new ways. Nations thrive on fictions of unity,
and nationalisms of various origins recoil at the diversities and fragmenta-
tions of modern life. Similarly, concepts of youth fluctuate between clarity
and chaos as the transgressions of young people often arouse anxiety in adults.
Those craving immunity from disintegration have found solace in youth’s
apparent wholeness, which lies at the bottom of countless quests for rejuve-
nation. Grasping these quests may bring us a little closer to unraveling the
mystery of the green light at the end of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby—
“that orgiastic future that year by year recedes before” American go-getters of
the Gatsby type.'® But it also provides some of the strongest criticisms that
history has to offer, compelling us to pause in front of humanity’s greatest ash
heaps and the vices that caused them: rapacity, chauvinism, and a narcissistic
sense of entitlement. This story is bigger than the United States, but it is not
one from which Americans can claim exemption.



CHAPTER ONE

Phoenix Rising
New Lives in the New Nation

All hail, thou western world! By heaven design'd
Th’ example bright, to renovate mankind.

Soon shall thy sons across the mainland roam;
And claim, on far Pacific shores, their home.

—Timothy Dwight, Greenfield Hill (1794)

Before the eagle, there was the phoenix. On July 4, 1776, the day of the signing
of the Declaration of Independence, the Continental Congress tasked a com-
mittee with proposing a Great Seal for the thirteen states. Six years and two
committees later, the country was still without a national emblem. Enter Wil-
liam Barton. Looking for an adviser, the congressmen settled on the young
Pennsylvanian. Barton was only twenty-eight years old but confident to the
point of cockiness. The War of Independence had just broken out when Bar-
ton sailed for England to study heraldry. It was there, Barton told George
Washington, that he gained an understanding of heraldry as science and of
himself as its envoy in a country where blazonry was still seen as “a matter
of amusement.” Heraldry was serious work, Barton insisted, one that should
give pride and purpose to “this infant nation, now rising into greatness.”*
The design Barton submitted to Congress on May 9, 1782, was an icono-
graphic spectacle (see figure 1.1). The back featured the radiant Eye of Provi-
dence hovering above a pyramid of thirteen strata, which, to Barton, was a
sign of “strength and duration.” The front contained a stack of elements, most
notably a big shield supported by a soldier on its right side, a maiden on its
left, and an eagle perching at the top and holding the American flag with one
claw and a sword balancing a wreath of laurel with the other. A different kind
of bird held sway in the centerpiece. On the pillar in the shield Barton placed
a “Phoenix in Flames, with wings expanded,” signifying, as he explained, the
“expiring Liberty of Britain, revived by her Descendants, in America.” Revo-
lutionary Americans could relate to the phoenix, the mythical animal that
was consumed by fire after living a long life only to ascend in renewed glory.
The bird appeared on vases, plates, engravings, even on South Carolina’s new
paper money. For Barton, the phoenix best symbolized what was to become
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FIGURE 1.1 Design for the Great Seal of the United States, 1782. William Barton’s proposal
expressed the belief that the birth of the United States marked the revival of liberty.
Courtesy of the National Archives, College Park, Maryland.

the hallmark of the new nation: the union of tradition and innovation, of ex-
perience and everlasting youth.>

To Barton’s dismay, the committee rejected his design, and the bald eagle
eventually replaced the phoenix in the final version of the Great Seal. Barton’s
belief in renewal from the ashes of tyranny, however, endured. Nine years
later, Barton returned to the theme of the nascent republic as uniquely dura-
ble and regenerative in an essay he presented to the American Philosophical
Society in Philadelphia. Demography, like the United States, was a fledgling
enterprise. Barton was keen on joining the ranks of the country’s leading
scholars by treading on barely charted ground. His intellectual sales pitch?
The new nation deserved to live long because it promised longer lives to its
citizens than humans in other parts of the globe had thus far enjoyed. “This
country possesses, to a superior degree, an inherent, radical, and lasting source
of national vigor and greatness,” wrote Barton. He predicted that a favorable
climate, abundant natural resources, early marriages, and the “virtuous and
simple manners” of the nation’s citizens would result in “unparalleled” growth.
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To prove that Americans stayed young longer, Barton compiled a list of men
and women from Massachusetts to Georgia who reached ages up to 125 years.
Barton’s essay was as data laden as any late eighteenth-century demographic
tract. Buried under the onslaught of numbers, however, lay a tantalizing mes-
sage: the United States was not only liberty’s surest guardian; more than any
other nation, it shielded its people from the tyranny of an early death.?

Barton’s interventions—first allegorical, then statistical—open a revealing
window onto the politics of age in the founding era. Examining that politics
poses a conceptual challenge. Neither rejuvenation nor antiaging was com-
mon parlance at the time. If Americans before and around 1800 spoke about
how to make old bodies assume younger forms, they used expressions such
as “renovation,” “restoration,” or “regeneration.” English-speakers coming of
age in the Age of Revolutions understood these words, which they often used
interchangeably, as encompassing various ways of warding off degeneration
and decay. As with capitalism or racism, it is important to remind ourselves
that phenomena existed long before the terms we now use to describe them.

All this played out in larger arenas. Barton and his contemporaries were
part of the Atlantic networks of trade and consumption in which the seeds of
an emerging antiaging market had generated little more than tender sprouts.
Poor oral health was the norm then, even as the use of tooth-whitening lo-
tions and artificial teeth became more extensive. George Washington was
known to have bad teeth. The dentures he wore consisted of ivory, brass,
lead-tin and silver alloy, and horse and human teeth. An entry in one of
Mount Vernon’s ledgers suggests that the first president bought them from
enslaved workers.*

Hair restoration products, more so than dentures, were a regular staple in
newspaper advertisements during the revolutionary era. Men worrying about
balding could (at their own peril) purchase at their local apothecary shops or
from traveling hucksters lotions made out of bear grease, sulfur, borax, bone
marrow, and lead acetate. The boundaries between the medical practice and
quackery were porous. On occasion, the period’s transgressions provoked sa-
tirical commentary. One such case was “Ramrod’s Tincture of Gridiron,” an
invigorating fluid that was supposedly first sold on the streets of Baltimore in
1805. Advertisements of this fake essence included testimonials from aging
customers who claimed that applying the tincture had supplied them with
rock-hard muscles, sharp minds, even “as fine a pair of ears” as they could
boast the days they had been born.”

Hilarious as they may sound, these testimonials were fringe expressions of
a much broader conversation about the improvability of all forms of life that
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swept the revolutionary Atlantic. Vitalism, the idea that an undying vital
force stirred the tiniest particles of matter, captivated the same salons and
clubs of Paris, London, Weimar, and Philadelphia that were debating the
meaning of liberty and equality. Some theories were meant to amuse. One
traveling joke at the time—set in motion by the personal doctor of the Bishop
of Miinster, Johann Heinrich Cohausen—was that young girls could revital-
ize old men by letting them inhale their breath. Other postulations were no
laughing matter. Prior to inventing an intricate system of how to group differ-
ent peoples into distinct races, Johann Friedrich Blumenbach had discovered
the Bildungstrieb (formative force). Experiments with plants led Blumen-
bach to conclude that all living organisms had regenerative capabilities. For
Christoph Wilhelm Hufeland, another German physician, the key to life ex-
tension lay in nutrition. In The Art of Prolonging Life (1797), which introduced
the concept of macrobiotics, Hufeland advocated dietary therapies that were
conspicuously gendered and reeked of bourgeois morality. To avoid gluttony,
impotence, and an early death, men needed to eat in moderation, preferably
bread and vegetables. More examples could be added, but the lowest com-
mon denominator would be the same: if Enlightenment optimism spurred
the period’s interest in vitalist research, so did the conviction that privileged
white men should be its main beneficiaries.®

Revolutionary Americans took a lively interest in these debates. Their fas-
cination with rejuvenation, however, was rooted in state-building rather than
in personal concerns about aging. At a time when patriarchs ruled households,
oversaw churches, and governed countries, reaching old age tended to shore
up masculine authority. According to most historians who have studied the
subject, criticism of the elderly as out-of-touch and prone to corruption grew
louder in the Age of Revolutions. At the same time, invectives against the old
were reined in by an intergenerational consensus that seniority deserved to
be valued. In much of the educational literature of the period, the young were
admonished to honor their elders even as they were told that they were carry-
ing inside them the seeds of a bright future. This dovetailed with the demo-
graphic realities on the ground. North America was teeming with children. In
Boston alone, the 1765 census counted 8,119 white minors younger than six-
teen among its 15,520 inhabitants—roughly 52 percent. These youngsters did
not stay silent as their elders demanded no taxation without representation.
Although school-age boys were sometimes scolded for staging their own pro-
tests against the British, adults welcomed their involvement. In most cases,
local commentators interpreted joint father-and-son actions on behalf of
American liberties as a sign of unity between the generations.”



Phoenix Rising 17

Positing that rejuvenation in US history was collective before it was per-
sonal must not be confused with a search for origins. Making this argument
means expanding our sense of the range of ideas about age available to men
and women in the Early Republic and how they employed these ideas to
shape their nation’s image and its place in a world at once riveted by novel
forms of government. The American Revolution has been called many
things: democratic and republican, moderate and violent, conservative and
radical. But neotenic? The first to do so in a sweeping fashion was the literary
scholar Robert Pogue Harrison, who portrayed American Independence as a
simultaneous act of departure and retrieval, a collective struggle in which
“rupture . . . takes the form of continuity” and vice versa. In evolutionary bi-
ology, neoteny describes the retention of juvenile traits in aging bodies.
Translated into culture, it can also include the reverse: a revolutionary force
that carries over “into its youth a number of older elements from the heritage
of nations.” Anyone loosely familiar with the founders will recall how they
kept insisting that their infant nation was founded not in opposition to wis-
dom and maturity but as their latest incarnation.®

This chapter elaborates on Harrison’s musings in two ways. The neotenic
story gained traction in elite circles but had little to offer to those who did not
find themselves empowered by the revolution. Women were denied the equal
station of property-holding white men and thus the rights of republican citi-
zenship that were bounded as much by age as by race, class, and gender. Far-
ther removed from the blessings of liberty were the African Americans, who
telt slavery’s dehumanizing sting ever more intensely. If their age mattered at
all, it was for estimating the value of Black bodies on the auction block. De-
meaned as either infantile or beastly, they remained politically and culturally
ageless in the eyes of most white Americans. This logic extended to Native
Americans as well, although in a more ambivalent manner. Treating Indige-
nous groups as domestic others, some founders nonetheless defended Amer-
ica’s native inhabitants against Europeans, who viewed the former as living
proof that life in the New World was inferior.

The transatlantic war of words over the alleged degeneracy of New World
ecosystems points to a second important dimension in the neotenic moments
of 1776 and 1787. Debates about the relative age of the young United States
took place on an international stage. To neglect the multiplicity of actors—
domestic as well as foreign—involved in these debates is to miss an important
pillar in the edifice of American exceptionalism. Indeed, boisterous proclama-
tions about the country’s superior fertility and youthfulness were often pre-
ceded by outrage over Europeans stating the opposite. As an instrument of
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state-building, rejuvenation amounted to boosterism, seeping into histories,
geographies, and travel accounts published for audiences on both sides of the
Atlantic that praised the advantages of the early United States for investment
and immigration. The founders congratulated themselves on their good for-
tune of living in an expansive settler empire that would become the envy of the
civilized world. A closer look, however, shows that their exaltations were
dampened by deep-seated insecurities about its longevity.

EMPIRES, LIKE HUMANS, live in cycles. They are fragile and weak at birth,
full of energy in their youth, reach the pinnacle of strength and maturity in
adulthood, decline as old age sets in, and ultimately perish. Of this a young
John Adams was convinced. Two years into the French and Indian War, the
twenty-one-year-old Adams recorded in his diary: “History . .. can settle in
our minds a clear and a comprehensive View ... of the growth of several
Kingdoms and Empires, of their Wealth and Commerce, Wars and Politics, of
the Characters of their principal Leading Men, of their Grandeur and Power,
of their Virtues and Vices, and of their insensible Decays at first, and of their
swift Destruction at last.” Was there a way to break this fatal cycle? Maybe in
America, Adams mused, where “after the Reformation a few people came
over ... for Conscience sake. Perhaps this (apparently) trivial incident, may
transfer the great seat of Empire into America. It looks likely to me.””

The notion that the laws of aging provided a template for understanding
the laws of history goes back to antiquity, but it gained greater urgency for
a generation of British American settlers trying to impose meaning onto a
world that was changing rapidly and violently before their eyes. In an age of
revolutionary turmoil, men like Adams and Jefferson made repeated refer-
ences to the historical cycle of the rise and fall of empires. They were not
alone. As they were declaring their independence, Edward Gibbon published
the first volume of The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire,
copies of which soon landed on bookshelves across North America. Yet the
founders also believed, or at least hoped, that the new nation born in war
might prove to the world that its demise was not inevitable, that it could be
delayed or averted altogether.®

Supporters of American independence certainly appreciated the irony of an
English historian writing about the downfall of Rome at the same time that
British might was receding in North America. To patriots of various stripes, it
confirmed the vision that Adams had jotted down twenty years earlier: the vi-
brant colonies were destined to inherit the position of a doddering British Em-
pire, now only a shadow of its former self. This modern version of the medieval
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idea of translatio imperii, which held that the seats of empire moved westward as
older ones imploded and younger ones took their place, found countless adher-
ents. By the late 1780s, the view that the newly formed United States was the
final piece in the chain of empire, following Greece, Rome, and Great Britain,
had become so commonplace that the Congregationalist minister Jedidiah
Morse stated laconically in 1789: “Besides, it is well known that empire has been
traveling from east to west. Probably her last and broadest seat will be America.”
If history was destiny, geography rejuvenated history."!

Morse felt qualified to make that equation. A best-selling geographer who
authored several popular works and schoolbooks, the Massachusetts pastor
was in the vanguard of a “geographic revolution” that aided the white colo-
nists in their quest for self-definition. Prior accounts have stressed the impor-
tance of maps, surveys, and census reports for molding a national identity,
which was predicated on rejecting Eurocentric models of mapping. The spa-
tial expansiveness of early American cartography fostered myths of bound-
less mobility. Travel writing, often embellished with small maps, rose into a
popular genre that coupled narratives of heroic discovery with the overarch-
ing message that progress unfolded in open geographical space. Exploring
America, be it on horseback or with a finger on the map, meant youthful
movement, the best antidote to the sclerosis that had brought down the great
civilizations of the past. Thomas Jefferson turned this doctrine into a hall-
mark of his presidency. After completing the Louisiana Purchase and sending
Meriwether Lewis and William Clark on their transcontinental expedition,
Jefferson gave a rationale for expansion that seemed all about self-preservation.
“By enlarging the empire of liberty,” he noted in 1805, “we. .. provide new
sources of renovation, should its principles, in any time, degenerate, in those
portions of our country, which gave them birth.”**

Modern-day readers will probably recoil at pairing the words empire and
liberty, although it is not news to historians that revolutionary republicanism
nurtured a definition of empire suitable for a fledgling settler nation. Jeffer-
son’s phrase, sanguine as it may sound, gave license to trample over those
who stood in the way of “progress.” But rather than evoke despotic rule,
the imperial visions circulating among Euro-American settlers envisaged a
sprawling yet inclusive community animated by a shared belief that land
ownership drove human development. What has garnered less attention is
Jefferson’s ominous mention of possible degeneracy in a sentence rife with
the optimism of future rejuvenation. To get to the root of this dichotomy, we
have to travel back in time and meet a younger Jefferson in 1784, during his

stint as minister to France.!3
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As soon as the Virginian arrived in Paris, he was ready for battle. This time
the enemy was not British redcoats but an accomplished French scientist
whose theories about North America had insulted Jefterson. Like most
European scholars of his day, Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon never
visited the New World, but that did not keep the nobleman from judging it.
His monumental Histoire Naturelle, which spanned thirty-six volumes pub-
lished between 1749 and 1789, contains scathing passages on what he regarded
as the flawed constitution of America’s flora and fauna. American plants and
animals, Buffon claimed, were undersized and underdeveloped. More trou-
bling, he saw the same forces of degeneration wreak havoc on Indigenous
bodies. Native Americans, according to Buffon, were “a kind of weak automa-
ton” with no “vivacity and activity of mind.” He called their sexual organs
“small and feeble,” which Buffon believed was the reason the natives had not
procreated in greater numbers.'*

Buffon later walked back some of his derogatory statements. His theory of
New World degeneracy, however, had started to assume a life of its own. Buf-
fon stopped short of applying his claims to European settlers, yet other writ-
ers stepped over that line with relish. Pehr Kalm, the Finnish-Swedish
explorer who spent three years in parts of French and British North America
from 1748 to 1751, made a couple of disturbing observations. His tour of the
Eastern Seaboard left him convinced that the descendants of European mi-
grants had deteriorated physically and mentally. They “grow sooner old” and
were “far less hardy” than their Old World relatives. The Dutch scholar Cor-
nelius de Pauw, who never left Europe, passed a similar verdict. De Pauw’s
descriptions of Native Americans were as vitriolic as Buffon’s. But his remarks
about the crippling effects of the environment sounded scary enough to fill
prospective settlers with alarm. Europeans born in America might start life
with an advantage because they “come to a maturity of intellect. .. earlier
than the children born in Europe” However, degeneration would set in
around puberty. After that, de Pauw writes, “vivacity deserts [the Creole], his
powers grow dull, and he ceases to think at the very time he might think to
some purpose.” De Pauw boasted of his close relationship with Frederick the
Great, which has fueled conjecture over whether de Pauw’s diatribes had an
impact on the Prussian king’s efforts to discourage transatlantic migration.
Surely, it is hard to imagine how anybody would want to settle in a part of the
world where the staircase of life pointed downward after the first few steps.'®

In 1798, the founders” optimism took another blow from the founding
father of modern demography, the British economist Thomas Malthus. Not a
degenerationist in the strict sense of the word, Malthus mocked the idea that
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the United States could escape the laws of overpopulation. His critics on the
other side of the Atlantic disagreed. They were convinced that the