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Whether you walk for pleasure,
fitness or out of necessity, last
week’s overdue snowfall quite
likely put a crimp in your style.
There’s nothing like a few inches
of crunchy snow or, worse, a slick
coating of black ice to turn a
brisk, head-clearing walk into a
mincing, wincing, nerve-wracking
task. No one enjoys the feeling of
being out of control of their own
body. Even more to the point, no
one wants to take a pratfall and
wind up with a big, fat bruise, a
shattered hip or worse.

But there are steps you can
take to minimize your risk and
maximize the many benefits of
walking through the winter.

Donna Curley, a physical thera-
pist and the rehabilitation manag-
er at Ross Manor in Bangor, helps
clients get back on their feet after
an illness, fracture, surgery or in-
jury. For many, she said, the goal

is to return home and resume an
active life. Curley works with her
clients to build strength, flexibili-
ty and balance until they are
ready to be independent. A fall,
inside or out, can prove a serious
setback, she noted, so it’s impor-
tant to build confidence through
practical preparation and com-
mon-sense precautions.

When it comes to navigating
icy conditions safely, she said, the
first rule is to “look outside the
window before you step out on the
porch.” This will let you know
what the weather is up to and
whether there is ice on the steps
and the sidewalk.

If things look dicey, consider
postponing your excursion until
someone shovels you out and
spreads some salt to melt ice and
provide traction. Also, keep a con-
tainer of salt or sand inside the
door so you can sprinkle some
ahead of you when you do go out.
Make sure your railings are
sound and steady.

If you decide to venture out, she
said, dress the part with good foot-
wear that have lots of tread and
some ankle support. Weatherproof
sneakers or low boots are good, so
long as they provide traction. “Ab-
solutely no high heels, no slick
soles and no slippers,” Curley said.

Simple slip-on grippers for your
shoes or boots are widely avail-
able and can help keep you up-
right. Dress warmly, in layers.
Chose wool and moisture-wicking
synthetics over cotton. If you
carry a cellphone for safety or
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High carbs
trigger
hormone
imbalances

Hormones regulate almost
every function in our
bodies. Therefore, if we
want to stay healthy as

we age, keeping them in balance
is important. But hormonal prob-
lems are common — even typical
— in our society. These imbalanc-
es show up as os-
teoporosis, men-
strual pain and
menopausal prob-
lems in women,
along with fa-
tigue, poor sleep,
depression, anxi-
ety, chronic pain
and the inability
to lose weight.
(Our weight and
appetite are controlled primarily
by hormones, more so than by the
number of calories we eat — more
on that next week.)

I treat many patients who rely
on medication for hormone imbal-
ances, such as thyroid hormones,
estrogen, testosterone, insulin,
etc. Why are these hormone im-
balances so common? The prob-
lem is not that we have inherently
weak thyroids or wimpy ovaries.
The problem is we have been
stressing our hormonal systems
throughout our lives, and these
problems are just “the chickens
coming home to roost.” Our hor-
monal system can only take so
much abuse before it starts to go
out of whack.

As is often the case, there is a
common thread through all of
these problems, and it is lifestyle.
The number one hormone imbal-
ance in our society, which is the
driver for most other hormone
problems, is chronically high in-
sulin levels. And this primary
problem is directly related to our
diets.

We all know that sugar will
cause insulin levels to rise, but
any carbohydrate-dense food will
do the same. This includes grains,
fruit juices, pastas, even some
fruits such as bananas and apples.
Carbs are, at their core, sugar;
starches are simply thousands of
glucose molecules chemically
strung together.

For this reason I strongly dis-
agree with the dietary advice to
eat a lot of whole grain foods.
Grain-based foods cause blood
sugar increases and insulin re-
lease, whether they are whole
grain or not. And while whole
grains have more nutritional
value than the more processed
ones, even whole grains are at
least 50 percent carbs. This means
that when you are done digesting
them, 50 percent of what you ate
is converted to sugar. The worst
culprit is wheat, but all grains are
carb dense.

These chronically high insulin
levels, and fluctuating blood
sugar levels, are a major source of
stress on the body. These imbal-
ances can in turn upset the regu-
lation of other hormones.

Cortisol levels are raised, with
effects such as increased belly fat,
poor sleep, and inability to con-
centrate. Thyroid levels can be af-
fected, leading to fatigue and
weight gain if the thyroid be-
comes underactive, or anxiety
and weight loss if the gland is
pushed in the opposite direction.
Sex hormones also become unbal-
anced, with the results mentioned
above, including osteoporosis.

This whole series of events is
triggered by a diet heavy in foods
that trigger insulin release — pro-
cessed foods and grain based
foods. There are plenty of natural
treatments for hormone imbal-
ances, and most patients benefit
from them. I primarily use acu-
puncture and herbals. But life-
style changes are the cornerstone.
I recommend patients stop eating
carb-dense foods, especially soda,
pastries, sweets and foods com-
posed mostly of grains. This in-
cludes cereals and pastas.

I understand that these recom-
mendations are the opposite of
what we are being told. But look
at the health of our nation. Diabe-
tes is becoming epidemic, with
26% of seniors diagnosed, and
400,000 new cases diagnosed every
year.

Also about twice as many se-
niors are thought to be “pre-dia-
betic” which means their bodies
are having a hard time regulating
their blood sugar, just not to the
point of full blown diabetes.

This is a direct result of eating
a carb and grain based diet, ag-
gravated by low fat foods. I actual-
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Missingmy
momand
the privilege
of caregiving

If she were still living, last
Monday would have been my
mother’s 98th birthday. Al-
though it has been more than

22 years since she left us, the day
still registers with a tinge of sad-
ness and regret. I was at her side
when she died,
but there was so
much left unsaid
between us.

I understand
that taking care of
an elderly parent
can be exhausting
and exasperating.
It can strain fami-
ly relationships in
every direction
and force difficult, even heart-
breaking choices. It can cause fi-
nancial hardship and ethical co-
nundrums. But I don’t know any
of this firsthand, because it has
never fallen to me to be a long-
term caregiver.

My father died suddenly at 40,
when I was just a child. My moth-
er was 75 when she died in the
hospital after a brief illness, in ac-
cordance with her advance direc-
tive. And my dear stepfather lived
independently until he was 100,
when he moved in with my step-
sister Margaret, who looked after
him with humor, dignity and pa-
tience until he died at 103.

I am in some ways grateful I
haven’t had to deal with the par-
ticular challenges of caring for an
aging parent. But a part of me is
wistful for the opportunity, espe-
cially when I think about my
mother. I wish I could step back
into her life as a more patient,
adult daughter, to enjoy the
warmth of her lively, intelligent
spirit, to practice letting go of old
tensions and to show her every
day that she is loved and worthy.
I know I am romanticizing a rela-
tionship that likely would test,
sorely, every assumption I just
made. And yet sometimes that is
what I wish for — the opportunity
to undertake the intentional act of
loving my mother as a kind of
daily devotional.

My mom was a complicated
woman; I’m a bit of a tangle my-
self, I’ve been told. My relation-
ship with her when I was growing
up was often stormy, and it re-
mained unpredictable and volatile
after I married and had children
of my own. We lived far apart,
and I saw her only occasionally.
Phone calls often were touchy. We
were both sad about this situa-
tion, so we hung in there together.
I figured things would get better
over time; I hope she did, too.

In late November of 1993, when
she was 75 and I was 39, my moth-
er was hospitalized for minor sur-
gery. But what should have been
a simple, routine procedure under
light anesthesia took a bad turn
because of her underlying health
problems. She wound up on a ven-
tilator, heavily sedated and physi-
cally restrained to keep her from
pulling out the breathing tube.

After more than a week of try-
ing to wake her up and get her
breathing effectively on her own,
her doctors told us she would
never again live independently
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Sen. Susan Collins, 63, discusses the priorities of the U.S. Senate Special Committee on Aging recently at
her home in Bangor.

A frank talk about aging
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U.S. Sen. Susan Collins says
her book tastes skew to-
ward murder mysteries.
She also counts Maine au-

thor and Pulitzer Prize-winner
Richard Russo as a favorite, espe-
cially his seminal novel “Empire
Falls,” set in a fictional Maine
mill town.

Yet the book now capturing her
attention differs from these pref-
erences: It’s “Being Mortal,” by
physician and writer Atul Gawan-
de. The book asks provocative
questions about aging, maintain-
ing independence, wellness and,
yes, thinking about death.

These issues increasingly are
at Collins’ forefront as Maine’s se-
nior senator. She not only repre-
sents the state with one of the old-
est populations, but she leads the
venerable U.S. Senate Special
Committee on Aging, which was
established in 1961.

At 63, she’s also a bonafide
member of the baby boomer gen-
eration and part of the broad
swath of Mainers whom the is-
sues raised by policymakers, poli-
ticians and writers such as Gawa-
nde are bound to interest — and
affect.

At home in Bangor one recent
morning, before driving to a meet-
ing in Augusta with the Maine As-
sociation of Retirees, Collins
poured mugs of hot coffee and tea
and sat at the kitchen table to talk
with the Bangor Daily News about
the issues facing an aging America
and her aging fellow Mainers.

Along the way, she provided a
few glimpses into her personal
life and the ways in which grow-
ing older is affecting her and her
family.

A native of Aroostook County
with a house in Bangor and a
summer cottage at Cold Stream
Pond in Enfield, Collins and her
husband, business consultant
Thomas Daffron, spend most

weekends in the Pine Tree State.
Collins’ parents, Pat and Don, still
live in their own home in Cari-
bou, with daily support from her
brothers, Sam and Gregg, who
also run the family building sup-
ply business. A third brother, Mi-
chael, lives in southern Maine.

Collins also has two sisters,
Kitty and Nancy, who live out of
state.

First elected in 1996, Collins
has easily won re-election to three
additional terms, most recently in
2014. Collins has sat on the Spe-
cial Committee on Aging since
1997, taking over as chairman last
January, with co-leadership from
Sen. Claire McCaskill, a Democrat
from Missouri.

“I sought the committee posi-
tion and to become its chair for
two reasons,” she says. “One is

that Maine has the highest medi-
an age in the nation of any state.
Second, I felt that, given the
changing demographics of Maine
and the nation … issues affecting
our seniors were not getting the
attention they deserved.”

Collins says the committee in
previous years has at times been
“sleepy” in its approach to issues
affecting the country’s seniors.

“In all of the years I have been
on the committee, I do not remem-
ber it ever being as aggressive as
the committee is now under my
and Claire’s leadership,” she says.
“We hold more hearings. We tack-
le more issues. We have a clear
agenda guiding our work that I
have set forth. And I think that
has made us more productive and
more influential.”

Sen. Collins discusses herworkwith Senate committee
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COURTESY OF SUSAN COLLINS

Sen. Susan Collins (bottom right) poses with her family on the occasion
of her father’s 90th birthday in Caribou. In the first row are (from left)
Pat Collins (Mom); Don Collins (Dad); Sen. Collins. In the middle row are
(from left) Gregg Collins (brother), Lori Collins (sister-in-law). In the
back row are (from left) Sam Collins (brother); Mike Collins (brother);
Tom Daffron (husband); and Lise Collins (sister-in-law)
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