
Forever young: 
biologist David 
Sinclair is on a 
mission to turn 
back time
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 GoverNmeNTS ANd iNdividuAlS are spending  
trillions of dollars trying to manage what has always been 
considered inevitable, the ageing of the human body.  

treatments for diseases from cancer and alzheimer’s to cardiovas-
cular disease and diabetes are in sharp focus as populations in 
advanced economies grow older.

In March, respected academic journal Science published a 
research paper that reported positive results for a new class of drugs 
known as staCs (sIRt1-activating compounds) that have the 
potential to enable us to live healthy lives for much longer. a single 
enzyme in the body, sIRt1, naturally activated by exercise and 
restricted kilojoule intake, can now be targeted with synthetic mol-
ecules. the new medicines offer the potential to prevent a multitude 
of age-related illnesses and – ultimately – to reverse ageing. sIRt1 
revs up energy production in cells and turns on our natural cell 
defences against DNa and protein damage. It’s a protein that directs 
other proteins to work harder to keep the cell healthier.

“We’re trying to make it happen as fast as we can,” says the paper’s 
key author, biologist David sinclair, who is working with research 
teams at Harvard university and the university of New south Wales 

found in red wine and the skin of grapes, counteracted the effects of 
a high-kilojoule diet in mice and extended their lifespan significantly. 
While sales of red wine then spiked, sinclair cautions that “you need 
to drink around 100 glasses a day to get enough resveratrol”.

Commerce was also front of mind. In 2004, sinclair co-founded 
sirtris Pharmaceuticals, which was floated on the us technology 
exchange, NasDaQ, and in 2008 sold to pharmaceutical giant 
glaxosmithKline for $us720m ($783.5m). 

He has also co-founded other companies: genocea  Biosciences, 
which makes vaccines for malaria, tuberculosis and pneumonia;  
Ovascience, which aims to reverse ageing in human eggs and 
improve the success rate of IVF; and CohBar, to research prevention 
of age-related diseases such as diabetes and heart disease. 

the geneticist enjoys the processes of business, of “building 
something from the ground up”. 

“sirtris was part of my soul,” sinclair says. “I put everything I had 
into it, recruited the people, went to Wall street, spoke to investors, 
sat on the board of directors and the scientific advisory board. I was 
there when they rang the bell on the first day of trading at the  
NasDaQ. It was thrilling and I’m still very involved.”  

ARE YOU
Could age-proofing the body be as simple  
as taking a pill? Biologist David Sinclair has 
dedicated his career as a research scientist 
and businessman to finding the answer.
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(uNsW) while keeping a keen eye on human trials of the drugs now 
underway across the world (117 have been scientifically tested so far, 
with promising results). However, mindful of the clamour for age-
reversing magic bullets, sinclair cautions that making drugs is a 
slow and expensive process. On average, he estimates, it takes 10 
years and a billion dollars to get one to the market. However, he does 
predict that within a decade, someone with high blood sugar, for 
example, may be prescribed one of these new drugs and not only 
avoid type 2 diabetes, but also be protected from other age-related 
illnesses, from cancer and heart disease to inflammatory bowel 
disease and psoriasis.

sinclair has been engaged by the topic of ageing for almost as long 
as he can remember. “I was four when I worked out my grandparents 
wouldn’t be around forever,” he says. growing up in sydney’s 
northern suburbs, he had a fascination with plants and animals in 
the local bushland. 

at uNsW, the outstanding science undergraduate contemplated 
“how sad it would be if we were the last generation to live a so-called 
normal lifespan” if more were possible. He went on to do a PhD in 
molecular genetics to see if he could “make something happen”. 

“I was driven by the idea that we could use the body’s inbuilt 
mechanisms to slow down the diseases of ageing,” sinclair says.

His is a story of tenacity. In 1996, despite being told he’d be unlikely 
to land a postdoctoral fellowship at the Massachusetts Institute of 
technology (MIt) in the us, sinclair applied anyway, backing his 
chances by selling his MX-5 sports car to pay for the trip, and 
subsequently moved there. 

One year on came his first big breakthrough: the discovery of the 
cause of ageing in yeast: essentially, the chromosomes get tangled 
and end up choking the cell. “Once we knew the mechanisms of 
ageing in yeast cells, we could find the genes that would slow the 
tangling process, and that led to discovering a gene that not only 
slowed ageing, but made them [the cells] live 30 per cent longer.” 

Found in all life forms, the sirtuin genes – named for genes found 
in yeast known as silent information regulators – control ageing and 
are now largely accepted to be the ones that control health. In 
humans, sIRt1 is the most important of seven sirtuin genes.

In his late 20s, sinclair became one of the youngest faculty mem-
bers ever appointed to Harvard Medical school where, in 2006, he 
made his next major discovery: that resveratrol, a natural compound 
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sinclair is also conscious of the need to keep lab research and 
business separate, finding it much easier to raise money from inves-
tors for a company than it is from philanthropists for research. 
Ironically, despite the significance of his ageing research and the 
demand for its potential benefits, he faces the same obstacles as other 
scientists when it comes to funding. “I still struggle to keep my lab 
running. It’s a daily worry. I don’t understand what the barrier is. Part 
of it is that the medical establishment believes ageing is natural and 
therefore acceptable, that reversing ageing is impossible.”

Despite an obesity epidemic, the us shows comparatively little 
interest in investigating ageing antidotes, but sinclair is keen to raise 
awareness and expertise in australia. Particularly challenging for a 
researcher who spends most of his time offshore, is finding financial 
support for his lab at the Lowy Cancer Research Centre at uNsW, 
where he has access to “amazing” scanning equipment unavailable 
to him in the us. 

Beyond his scientific expertise and leadership, sinclair and his 
wife, Dr sandra Luikenhuis, also fund postdoctoral fellowships.  

“I wanted to give something back to australia, it gave me a great 
education.” But does he believe in a new optimal human life span? 

“I don’t think we have a use-by date. If we can stay young, healthy 
and productive, then I don’t set limits. Living 500 to 1000 years, it 
would be hard to stay entertained and motivated. If you are 100, but 
you feel like you are 30 and still love playing tennis with your great-
grandkids, then what is wrong with that?”

However, he anticipates increased longevity will bring on major 
societal changes. “We certainly won’t be retiring at 65.”

Having just turned 44, the father of three children finds it difficult 
to live by all the rules for staying young. He eats well, he says, but 
loathes exercise. He takes resveratrol, now available in pill form over 
the counter, and notes people across the world are doing the same.

sinclair’s determination and inquiring spirit – “think like a child,” 
he urges – have made his career to date read like a dream run. He 
looks set to be immortalised as the scientist who discovered how to 
extend human life, but sinclair sees it more humbly. “I’ve been  
fortunate to be able to turn my hobby into a job.”  c
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