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The footballer aged 72, the marathon 
runner in his 70s – what’s their secret?
Rebecca Armstrong finds out how these senior 
sportsmen keep running.

Anyone who finds doing regular exercise something of a 
chore could do worse than following Dickie Borthwick’s 
example. Known as Dixie to his friends, Borthwick plays 
football once a week, eats porridge for energy, takes vitamins 
every day, and gave up smoking to improve his health. Couch 
potatoes should also take note that Borthwick is 72 years old 
and played his first match aged 12. ‘I don’t feel like I’m in my 

60th season,’ he says. ‘I still feel young at heart and feel like I 
can go on for a few years yet.’

Borthwick isn’t the only older athlete putting people half 
his age to shame. John Starbrook, 76, competed in his first 
triathlon earlier this year ‘for a bit of a challenge’. This 
gruelling event would be enough of a challenge to most 
people, but Starbrook also runs two marathons a year. ‘I’ve 
done about 40 marathons in total. As I do two marathons 
every year, I basically train all year round – it’s New York 
in November and London in April,’ he says. ‘In between I’ve 
started doing triathlons for a bit of fun.’

According to NHS guidelines, everyone, regardless of age, 
should aim to do at least 30 minutes of moderate physical 

activity five times a week to improve mobility and reduce the 
risk of heart disease. But while it can be all too easy to find 
excuses to avoid starting an exercise routine, Borthwick and 
Starbrook prove that age shouldn’t stand in the way of fitness.

So what are their secrets? Borthwick is a fan of supplements 
and takes vitamins, but Starbrook eats a normal diet and 
doesn’t believe in pills of any kind. He says, ‘I don’t eat much 
rubbish food – no burgers or any of that. Just good stuff. I 
don’t take any vitamins. I don’t even like taking an aspirin.’

As we age, our bodies start to change. ‘The first thing is that 
you get a reduction in muscle strength and an increase in 
body fat,’ says Lorenzo Masci, a sports physician. ‘The 
second thing is that you get a reduction in heart rate and 
in your body’s ability to take in oxygen.’ Masci also warns 
that older people have a reduced capacity to recover from 
injuries. But it is not all bad news. ‘A lot of these changes can 
be helped by exercise,’ he says. According to Help the Aged, 
we can’t store the benefits of exercise. If you were sporty 
until your thirties, it won’t help in your seventies. But if you 
had an active lifestyle like Borthwick and Starbrook, you are 
more likely to continue exercise as you get older.

So what tips can they offer? Starbrook says, ‘Running is a 
natural thing to do and it’s free. You’ve just got to put your 
mind to it. Don’t over-train, just do enough.’

But if you’re out of condition – whatever your age – it’s 
important to start slowly. The NHS recommends that anyone 
who has been inactive for a long period of time should try to 
build up to 30 minutes a day – which can include activities 
like walking or gardening – and avoid high impact exercises 
that involve hard jolts to the body. ‘It’s never too late to start 
exercising,’ says Masci.

However, it’s important to speak to your doctor before 
embarking on a fitness kick. ‘The important thing is to do 
things you enjoy. People who do activities they enjoy are 
more likely to stick with them,’ says Masci.

And just remember – it’s never too late to try something 
new. Just ask Starbrook. ‘At the moment I’m hoping to try 
skydiving. I’ve never done anything like that but I’m just 
going to go up, shut my eyes, and shout “Geronimo” as I 
jump out of the plane.’

(Reproduced by permission of The Independent)
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