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Larry and Ellen Gaynor aren’t living

life by accident.
Despite being in what some would

consider their “twilight years,” the retired
couple is instead choosing to shine on,
relying on the same purposeful ambition
that shaped their younger lives to con-
tinue to keep them vibrant into their 70s.

Larry, 74, and Ellen, 72, host swim
parties, they farm, they travel, they’re in-
volved in community organizations. It’s as
if the ubiquitous “live laugh love” house-
hold decoration was designed just to de-
scribe them.

He’s a retired engineer and she’s a
retired RN, but both say a daily pursuit of
achievement and enjoyment is the key to
their health and happiness.

“I feel bad for people who give up and
say, ‘well now I’m 70 and I’m old and I have
a right to sit,” said Ellen.

“Well sit, but you’re going to die,” she
said. “Your muscles are going atrophy,
your heart’s going to go out. And then
you’re going to come up with a variety of
illnesses.”

She still works two to three days a
week as a substitute school nurse in the
Daviess County district, where she re-
tired from, and he farms on some of the
200 or so acres surrounding their rural
Hancock County home, raising angus
cattle in addition to peaches, plums, ber-
ries, and lots of other fruits and vegetables.

“We stay busy, and I think it works
because we are not sitting around trying
to figure out what’s next,” she said. “So I
work two to three days a week. He has a
list every single day of what he’s going to
do anyway. It’s not like he’s sitting around
waiting for me.”

They do stay busy, but they also make
a point to stay healthy as well.

“I do water aerobics three times a
week,” she said. “Every Friday (in the
summer) I have a group of women that
come over and we swim and we play mu-
sic and we’re outside and it’s just a lot of
fun.”

“I usually try to do laps,” said Larry.
“And I do a lot of running in the pool too,
to try to help my legs a little bit.”

They also eat healthy, which is easy to
do when Ellen loves to cook and Larry
loves to grow lots and lots of food.

“It’s kind of like Green Acres here,”
she said. “He has the cattle, he does the
farming, he does the gardening. And then
he brings it all in and says, ‘Isn’t this
wonderful? What are we going to do with
it?’”

The couple met on an Indian reserva-
tion in Arizona more than 40 years ago
when he worked for the Public Health
Service building infrastructure for reser-
vations, and she was a nurse helping care
for the Indian families.

She’d been working in a hospital in
her home state of New York, traveling the
world with a group of friends and living
what she called a “shallow” life, before
deciding in her 30s to take the job helping
Native Americans, who had long been on

her heart. She even adopted a native boy,
Jamie.

There she also met Larry, a 30-some-
thing Hancock County boy, still a little
rough around the edges.

“I had to clean him up a little bit,” she
said. “He was a true engineer, as he still
is.”

How he was living in his small govern-
ment apartment didn’t make the best first
impression.

“She came in there,” Larry said, “and
I had a boat motor that I’d torn apart and
I had it in my living room and I was
working on it.”

He remembered that she also noticed
something else peculiar.

“She said, ‘What’s that on the stove?’
And I had a pan on the stove and I had a
can of peas that were still in the can. I said,
‘That’s my supper.’”

Eventually he got a job elsewhere and
the couple decided to make a life together.

“The proposal was, ‘Well, I’m getting

transferred, I’m getting ready to leave.
You wanna go?’” Larry said.

The couple lived in Wisconsin, Min-
nesota, and Maryland, before settling back
in Hancock County in the early 1990s.
They now had a second son, Alex, who
was about to start high school.

They’d made the most of their previ-
ous stops, camping a lot in Arizona and
snow shoeing and ice fishing in Wiscon-
sin and Minnesota, and they intended to
make the most of their retirement home.

“As soon as we got to town we found
the library,” said Ellen.

Reading is vital to staying mentally
healthy, they both said.

“We were always readers, our kids are
readers,” she said. “We love to read.”

She’s the president of the Friends of
the Library, and has been for 22 years, and
they both volunteer there.

They still travel, visiting Jamie in Mary-
land, where he works in construction, and
Alex, now a filmmaker, in California, as
well as family and friends in Florida, Mas-
sachusetts, Oklahoma and New Mexico.

Although the couple is able to travel
and do things that other seniors might not
have the ability to do, they both said that
staying vibrant in old age is mostly a
matter of attitude.

“We believe in a self fulfilling proph-
ecy,” Ellen said. “If you think well of your-
self every day, I think then you can offer
something to other people. I think when
you get locked in and you’re just ‘woe is
me’ you have nothing to offer.”

And even little things add up, Larry
said, like managing stress through hob-
bies and by avoiding negative people.

Walking is free, and so is reading,
Ellen said, but many seniors often over-
look a very important element of staying
healthy.

“If I had to say one thing that’s lacking
in older people is your sense of humor,”
she said. “Go out and find some joy. Find
something that makes you laugh every
single day.”
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