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               The Iceman Cometh 
Why dost thou not retire like a guest sated 

with the banquet of life, and   embrace, 
thou fool, a rest that knows no care?

Lucretius

O  N APRIL 20, 2018,  JAMES HIRAM 
Bedford celebrated his 125th birthday. 
But it wasn’t much of a party.
    Bedford was roughly two and a half years 
older than the oldest person who ever lived, 
Jeanne Calment, who went gently into Dylan 
Thomas’s good night two decades earlier.  
Bedford, of course, was equally dead. 
   But maybe not forever. 
   Bedford was the first person in history to 
be cryogenically frozen with the expectation
—or at least the dim hope—of being revived 
in some techno-utopian future, once miracu-
lous medical advances make it possible.        
   Futurist Ray Kurzweil has an even better 
idea: He’s not planning to die. Or to state it 
more precisely, he’s planning not to die.

   Bedford and Kurzweil embody the two 
main strategies embraced by devotees of 
‘Life Extension:’ prolong life as long as 
possible until you can one day either upload 
your consciousness into the cloud or down-
load it into a surrogate body (what some 
observers call the ‘RoboCop’ scenario)—or 
freeze your no longer functioning carcass 
like Woody Allen did in the1973 comedy, 
Sleeper (known as the ‘Meat Puppet’ plan).
   The former method entails, among other 
things, consuming vast amounts of vitamins, 
enzymes, hormones and traditional Chinese 
cures like mushrooms, pangolin scales, and 
powdered rhinoceros horn.  Provided it can 

avoid being shot by a poacher for its 
insanely valuable horns, a rhinoceros lives 
for at most about 50 years, so a better tonic 
might actually be the ground-up teeth of 
Greenland sharks (300 years)— or maybe 

powdered quahog clamshells (500 years).



Whatever. Nematode worms cease wriggling 
after a mere three days, so perhaps we should 
be grateful just to find ourselves still squirm-
ing after our allotted ‘three score and ten.’
   Unfortunately, the obstacles confronting 
science in the quest to duplicate and transfer 
the 100 billion neurons of a human brain— 
with their trillions of complex connections
—are so immense that most neurologists 
think we are far from being able to emulate 
the nervous system of the aforementioned 
worm, never mind that of Woody Allen. 
And even were that hurdle to be overcome, 
there is no reason to think the memories and 
experiences of our synthetic doppelgänger 
would in any way resemble our ‘self.’ 
    As for Plan B (for Blue?), deep-freezing 
bodies for later reanimation looks about as 
workable as wrapping organs removed from 
a fresh corpse in linen and stashing them in 
a pyramid until Indiana Jones arrives. 
   The father of cryonics, Robert Ettinger, 
first proposed the idea in his1964 book, 
The Prospect of Immortality. No one can 
excuse Ettinger of not practicing what he 
preached: His head—along with the bodies 
of his mother and two wives—now reside 
near Detroit, stored at a chilly -320 °F (cold 
even for Michigan) in metal flasks called 
dewars (no relation to the whisky). 
   To preserve a newly-deceased client, 
technicians replace the blood with a special 
type of anti-freeze in order to prevent the 
cells of the body filling up with ice crystals. 
Without this process, called ‘vitrification,’ 
thawed tissues would turn to a slushy mess
—the unpleasant fate of many early cryonic 
trailblazers, including, probably, James 
Bedford himself. Several hundred people 
are currently resting in peace (or in some 
cases, pieces) at facilities of the Alcor 
Foundation and other early cryogenic firms. 

   Ettinger’s ’brain in a vat’ strategy is based 
on the belief that consciousness is situated 
entirely in the brain, which even from a 
purely scientific point of view is almost 
certainly wrong. (Neuroscientists are 
increasingly finding out how essential 
having a body is to thinking we have a 
‘self’—or, in fact, even to thinking at all.)
  While cryobiology has made astonishing 
advances since its early, experimental days, 
it’s likely to remain in the realm of science 
fiction for some time, perhaps even forever. 
   On the other hand, if we put aside the 
radical mind uploading fantasies of people 
like Kurzweil (which incidentally, is German 
for joker), his is probably a much better 
stratagem not only for living longer, but for 
living better in whatever time one has left.   
   In the absence of a miracle cure for aging, 
advances in genetic modification, organ 
regeneration, and other anti-aging techniques 
might incrementally defer death further and 
further into the future, perhaps achieving 
what anti-aging panjandrum Aubrey de 
Grey calls ‘escape velocity’, and finally 
bringing life extension in from the cold.
   In the meantime, curiously, both Kurzweil 
and De Grey have the same backup plan if 
science can’t bestow the promise of 
immortality with sufficient haste: joining 
Bedford in a bath of liquid nitrogen.
   So far, the most powerful interventions you 
can make to extend your life are the simple 
things your mother told you (eat your 
vegetables) or your doctor advised (quit 
smoking, exercise, and watch your weight).
But regardless of the method, the longer one 
can delay a visit from the Grim Reaper the 
better. In deciding who to resuscitate first, 
scientists in the Brave New World of the 
future are likely to follow a simple rule: 
   Last in, first out. ◾


