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A Smile

�ong before she was a 
household name and face, 
Christie Brinkley was a 

young unknown American 
living in Paris, working toward 
her dream career as an illustrator 
and photographer. But as it 
often does, life had other plans 
for her. 

One day in 1973 while walk-
ing down the Parisian streets, 
she caught the eye of famed 
photographer Errol Sawyer. 

A few days later, he tracked 
her down and told her she was 
just the “sunny California girl” 
he needed for his next photo 
shoot. Curious and open to 
adventure, Brinkley decided to 
give the opportunity a chance. 
And the rest is history. 

In the decades since that 
fateful encounter, Brinkley’s 
life has continued to unfold in 
remarkable and unexpected 
ways. Her star in the modeling 

world rose quickly and shines 
brightly still today. She’s graced 
the cover of over 500 magazines, 
holding the record for the most 
Sports Illustrated swimsuit  
issue covers to date. And off  
the glossy pages, she’s a spokes-
person, activist, mother,  
entrepreneur, actor, designer, 
author, and more. 

But like with most notable 
life stories, there have also 
been dark chapters. Two of the 

By Rachel Reiff Ellis    Reviewed by Neha Pathak, MD, WebMD Lead Medical Editor
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most momentous include surviving a near-fatal heli-
copter crash on the side of a mountain in Colorado in 
1994, and in 2012, experiencing the deaths of both her 
beloved parents. The day after her father’s death, her 
mother had a stroke—her eighth in 10 years—and soon 
after, a heart attack. She died two months later. 

“My mom was such a vibrant force,” Brinkley says. 
“Watching her go through that suffering was hard for me  
to take. I was scared. But just like after the helicopter 
crash, I came away with a profound appreciation for 
each and every day that we get here.”

���������������������
In her new memoir Uptown Girl, Brinkley weaves 
together the stories of her life’s loves—romantic 
partners (the title is a reference to the song written and 
performed by Brinkley’s second husband, musician 
Billy Joel), an exhilarating and fulfilling career, horses, 
art, Paris, family, and children. Underlying it all is a 
deep love for life itself and the possibilities it offers. 

“My dad always said to me, ‘If you do one thing, just 
one thing, please, please turn your journals from Paris 

into a book,’” she says. “So, I dug them out, along with 
my letters and postcards home, and I was struck by my 
enthusiasm. It made me happy to realize that in all the 
years between when I was there and the age I am now, 
I have a continuing thread of the same person who  
appreciates all the moments and sparkles and beauty 
still inside me. The things that mattered to me then 
still matter to me now.”

����������������
Thirteen years after her mom’s death, Brinkley still 
finds guidance through her words. 

“My mom used to say, ‘Getting older ain't for sissies,’” 
Brinkley says. “She was a believer in living each day as 
though it’s your last. But in truth, you can only do so much 
of that before it’s dangerous. You have to find a balance.”

For Brinkley, that balance means taking care of her 
body, mind, and soul while also saying yes to adventure 
when it presents itself so she can “grab hold of that 
comet tail and go along for the ride.”

To be able to do both, Brinkley keeps her body strong 
through healthy habits such as yoga, cycling, and 

“If I could go back in time, 
maybe I wouldn’t repeat 

some of my mistakes. But 
then again, without those 

mistakes, I might have 
missed out on some of  

the magic.” 
—Christie Brinkley
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full-body conditioning with her Total Gym,  
a personal fitness machine she both 
inspired and represented as spokesperson 
for 20 years. 

“At 71, things start to stiffen up real fast 
when you sit there and don't exercise, and 
then your problems just multiply,” says 
Brinkley, who says she’s “broken basically 
everything,” including both feet, both 
arms, and her back. Her right arm has a 
metal plate, she’s had rotator cuff surgery 
and her right hip replaced—a result of the 
helicopter crash. 

“My body hurt so much at one point 
that I could barely do a downward dog or 
lift a weight,” she says. But she dedicated 
her time to gentle stretching and build-
ing muscle around her injuries to support 
healing. Through it all, she also focused on 
her mental health with the practices that 
have buoyed her for most of her life. 

“I go to nature,” Brinkley says. “I'll let 
my dog take me to the beach and run, 
or we'll go down a trail in the woods. 
Just going outside and feeling the nature 
around you—even the little dandelions 
that push up through the cracks in the 
city sidewalks—it’s just always there for 
us, and we’re lucky to be in it. Even in my 
darkest times, I could go out and look at a 
sunset and feel enveloped by the beauty of 
the world around me.”

Another mood-booster Brinkley swears 
by? Smiling. 

“Science has proven that smiling releases 
endorphins and other hormones that make 
you feel good,” she says. “When you smile 
in a crowd and other people smile back, 
you can make the whole room feel good by 
bringing that happy energy. It's a renew-
able source of energy.”

�����›���������
Even though Brinkley started her life in 
the limelight at 19, she’s undaunted by the 
fact that she’s still in the camera’s sharp 
focus at 71. In an industry that’s tradition-
ally phased out talent once they’re “of a 

certain age,” Brinkley’s not interested in being corralled by a 
number. Media has started addressing representation in many 
areas, she says, but ageism is one of its very last frontiers.

“I totally bought into [ageism] thinking when I was younger,” she 
says. “I’d say, ‘Well, this is probably my last bathing suit cover I'm go-
ing to do,’ as if my body had an expiration date. But everyone wants to 
be represented, and we shouldn't just banish people from the pages 
once they reach a certain age. We all read magazines to see what 
looks good. But if we only see it on young girls, then it makes us say, 
‘Would I look silly in that, like I'm trying to look too young?’” 

This philosophy is part of what inspired the “ageless beauty” 
of her HSN fashion line TWRHLL. The goal, she says, is to offer 
pieces that are timeless and classic, that women of any age will 
want to wear. To Brinkley, classics are an inspiration. 

“I love to look at old movies and go, ‘Why does she still look so 
fabulous? What is it about that look?’” Brinkley says. “It’s a great 
white shirt, a fabulous trouser, or the way the blazer is cut. They 
stand the test of time.”

The ultimate compliment is when her two daughters, Alexa and 
Sailor, borrow her clothes. Although they may style them slightly 
differently than she would, she says, they still work. Because—like 
Brinkley herself—the pieces are timeless.
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need that stomach acid to help us  
absorb vitamin B12,” Beaver says. “You 
might need a supplement to help  
ensure that your vitamin B12 levels 
don't get too low because you’re 
absorbing less of it [from your diet] 
than when you were younger.”

When vitamin B12 levels drop too 
low, you may get anemia. Over time, 
it also can put your brain function at 
risk, she says. You get vitamin B12 in 
your diet in animal products, includ-
ing meats, fish, eggs, and yogurt.

� s you get older, staying active and eating well helps you stick to a healthy 
weight, lower your health risks, and generally feel better. Studies show 
many benefits of exercise with age, says Luigi Ferrucci, MD, a geriatri-

cian and epidemiologist at the National Institute on Aging in Bethesda, MD. 
“Those who exercise not only have better physical function, better balance, 

and less risk of falls, but they also tend to have less chronic disease” such as 
heart disease and diabetes, he says. “They have less decline of their muscle 
strength. So, really, exercise is key to healthy aging.”

��������������������
CDC guidelines advise at least 150 minutes of moderate-intensity physical 
activity each week. Be sure to include a range of activities to get your heart and 
breathing rate up while also working your muscles and improving your balance. 

It’s OK to start small, Ferrucci says. Just taking a trip to the grocery store or 
working in the garden is better than sitting in the house all day, he says.

������������›������������
To stay up and about, good nutrition is essential. Pay special attention to how much 
protein you’re getting, says Amanda Beaver, a registered dietitian nutritionist at 
Houston Methodist in Texas. 

“When we get older, we tend to lose skeletal muscle each decade of our life,” 
Beaver says. “Newer research and a lot of nutrition experts are recommending a 
higher level of protein intake for older adults to help maintain the muscle that 
they have paired with strength training. Both of those really help us to hang on 
to the skeletal muscle that we have because it's so easy to lose it.”

����������¥�
You’ve likely heard about the importance of calcium and vitamin D for bone health, 
Beaver says. But, she says, vitamin B12 doesn’t get the attention it deserves.

“As we get older, our stomach doesn't produce as much stomach acid, and we 
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By Kendall K. Morgan  Reviewed by Neha Pathak, MD, WebMD Lead Medical Editor
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Older people also tend to lose their 
sense of thirst, Beaver notes. Make sure 
you’re drinking water often even if you 
don’t feel thirsty. To learn more about 
your unique nutritional needs as you get 
older and the best ways to fill them, 
Beaver recommends seeing a registered 
dietitian or nutritionist.

“We've gone to school to understand  
vitamins and minerals and supplements, 
and we really do have an expertise in 
that area,” she says. 
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�any people ages 60 and up 
have at least one mental 
health disorder. Those 

mental health conditions, includ-
ing depression and anxiety, come 
with more risk for disability and 
declining physical health as you 
age, says Judith A. Neugroschl, 
MD, a psychiatrist at Mount Sinai’s 
Alzheimer’s Disease Research 
Center in New York City.

“Depression and anxiety are 
the most common mental health 
concerns in older adults, with major 
depression affecting somewhere 
between 4% and 14.5% of older U.S. 
adults,” Neugroschl says. “But the 
prevalence of more mild depression 
is probably much, much higher.”

In addition, about 1 in 3 older 
adults will have experienced signifi-
cant anxiety, she says. Dementia or 
other cognitive disorders affect a 
growing percentage of adults over 
age 60, too.

��������������
To lower your risk for mental health  
concerns as you get older, take steps to 
improve your overall health, she says. 
This includes eating a balanced diet, 
exercising, and getting enough sleep. 

Neugroschl says it’s important to 
see your doctor regularly to catch any 
issues that may affect your health and 
mood early. For instance, she says, a 
“sluggish thyroid” can lead to mood 
changes. 

���›���������������������������������

›������������������
By Kendall K. Morgan  Reviewed by Neha Pathak, MD, WebMD Lead Medical Editor
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Don’t underestimate the importance of 
keeping yourself socially connected and 
engaged with the world around you.

“Going to classes, volunteering for a 
cause, or pursuing a hobby can all be 
ways to meet new like-minded people 
or give your time more structure and 

meaning,” Neugroschl says. 
When times are tough or you’re 

feeling lonely, “don’t hesitate to 
get some help,” Neugroschl says. 
“Therapy, support groups, even 
talking to family and friends or 
spiritual counselors can help you  
get through difficult times.”
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