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Author and journalist AJ Jacobs discusses his 

quest to become the healthiest man in the world  
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was in terrible shape,” recalls New 
York-based AJ Jacobs. “I wasn’t 
traditionally fat, I looked like a snake 
that had swallowed a goat. On vacation, 
my immune system was so weak that I 
got pneumonia while in the tropics. My 
wife didn’t want to become a widow in 
her forties, so I decided to act.”

Th at mission resulted in his book Drop 
Dead Healthy: One Man’s Humble Quest 
for Bodily Perfection, in which he tries to 
become the healthiest man in the world. 
As sitting and writing is itself unhealthy, 
he used a treadmill desk, travelling 
around 1,900km. “Some people defi ne 
health in terms of looks, like getting a six-
pack, but for me the important thing was 
staying alive longer, improving my sense 
of wellbeing and feeling more at home in 
my body,” he says. “I tried as big a variety 

of strategies as possible – so a vegan diet 
versus the Paleo Diet, more obvious 
things like sleep and then something 
experimental. Th ere are studies that show 
petting dogs lowers your blood pressure, 
so I went to the local park and petted 
strangers’ dogs. Now I have my own dog 
and it’s great: stress relief, plus you have 
to walk them so you get exercise.”

Jacobs also tried meditation to help with 
stress, and squatting. “It’s traditional in 
Asian societies, and there’s evidence that 
it’s good for you,” he says. “Th en one 
major thing aff ecting sleep is that the blue 
light from computers and smartphones 
sends a message to the brain saying it’s 
daytime, so I tried to turn off  all screens 
an hour before bed. We underestimate 
how crucial sleep is: it aff ects work, 
mood and emotions.”
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 “As writing is itself unhealthy, 
he used a treadmill desk, 

travelling around 1,900km”
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to work out three times a week, 
and giving them licence to mock you 
if you don’t. I had a treadmill pact with 
friends to reach 10,000 steps a day. 
And, of course, writing a book saying 
you’re going to be as healthy as possible.”

Now, Jacobs incorporates more walking 
into his life and eats more healthily by 
following some of the simpler guidelines. 
“Good food is food that rots,” he says. 
“Avoid processed carbs and sugar. It’s stuff  
our parents told us: sleep, move around, 
eat real food. We know it, and we just 
have to fi nd ways to make ourselves do it. 

“I think of my future self as a friend – I 
want him to be around to enjoy his kid’s 
wedding, not get diabetes. I actually 
digitally aged a picture of my  face to keep 
on my desk. And remember, being 
healthy isn’t selfi sh. You want to be a 
productive member of society and be 
there for your friends and family – so it’s 
not about gorgeous pecs, it’s a good deed 
for the rest of the world.” 
ajjacobs.com

WATCH YOUR 
POSTURE
“I try to stand up 
straighter – it 
really does make 
you feel ready to 
face the day.”

EMBRACE THE 
QUIET LIFE
“Wear earmuffs 
when you’re 
walking round 
a city. There’s 
evidence that 
noise raises stress 
levels, which 
affects your 
lifespan.”

CHEW SLOWLY
“The brain takes 20 
minutes to send a 
message saying, 
‘Hey, I’m full,’ so 
chewing slowly 
helps you eat less.”

AJ JACOBS 
SHARES 
HIS TOP 
HEALTH TIPS

Controlling his diet was diffi  cult, since 
“there’s food temptation everywhere”. So 
was fi tting everything in. “I had hundreds 
of pieces of health advice – if you followed 
them literally, you’d have no time for 
anything else,” Jacobs explains. “You’re 
working out, meditating, patting dogs 
and applying sunscreen every few hours.”

Ironically, thinking too much about 
health can be dangerous. “One doctor 
talked about orthorexia – an obsession 
with health and dieting,” says Jacobs. “It’s 
isolating, and actually it’s important for a 
long life to have a close-knit community.”

One thing he tried “more as a lark” was 
surprisingly successful. “A Yale professor 
developed this idea of blackmailing 
yourself out of bad habits,” Jacobs recalls. 
“Like I was eating too much dried mango, 
so I said to my wife, ‘If I eat mangoes in 
the next week, then I’ll have to sign this 
cheque for a hundred dollars to an 
organisation I hate.’ It was really eff ective. 
Part of that is being accountable to others. 
Announcing to people that you’re going 
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