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Beatrice Dryer sits in the lobby of the Martha 
Stewart Center for Living at Mount Sinai  
Medical Center. Behind her, a photograph 
of a bonsai tree, a symbol of longevity, 
strength, and beauty. 
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Margaret King shifts her weight to her left leg, slowly  
raising her right foot and placing the heel on her left ankle. 
Finding balance, she places her palms together in Prayer 
position, standing tall in a modified Tree pose.

Not a small feat for a 97-year-old great-grandmother 
who walks with a cane. She’s seen her agility, balance, and 
flexibility improve since she began taking yoga classes  
at the Martha Stewart Center for Living. It’s a geriatric 
outpatient facility at the Mount Sinai Medical Center on 
the Upper East Side of Manhattan, where such wellness 
activities are considered as important as medical care. 

“I would not be able to move so much if I didn’t come 
here,” says King, a former Wall Street banker and retired 
New York City public school teacher who still lives alone. 
King takes the bus across town to attend the center’s 
yoga class every Monday morning. Rain, snow, cold weather, 
tra≈c tie-ups—nothing stops her. “At my age,” she ex-
plains, “you’ve got to keep going or you’d just sit around, 
and that doesn’t help anything.”

King and the other people in the class face the typical 
issues of old age: deteriorating vision, arthritis, diabetes, 
heart disease, and osteoporosis. Some have suΩered strokes; 

many have had joints replaced. But the men and women 
moving, stretching, and breathing in this class look anything 
but sickly, due in part to this unique health-care environment 
that encourages them to thrive. 

“Active aging” is a guiding principle at the Center for 
Living, which opened in 2007 as a one-stop medical center 
for people over 65, providing comprehensive health care 
for an underserved population. While primary care is the 
focus of the center, it oΩers a whole-person approach that  
includes a weekly menu of yoga, Pilates, and art classes, along 
with lectures on stress reduction and nutrition. “The 
overall goal is to help older adults achieve the best quality 
of life possible,” says medical director Audrey Chun, M.D. 

With the first wave of the 78 million baby boomers set  
to turn 65 in 2011, there’s a growing need for high-quality  
geriatric care, notes Elizabeth Bragg, Ph.D., a researcher  
in the Geriatrics Workforce Policy Studies Center at  
the University of Cincinnati. She counts only a handful  
of medical facilities around the country that oΩer such a 
comprehensive, holistic approach to caring for the elderly.  
But if the visionaries behind the Center for Living have 
anything to say about it, there will be many more.  

A model for the future, the Martha Stewart Center 
for Living offers cutting-edge, compassionate 
health care for the elderly. Its emphasis on quality 
of life may be the best medicine of all. +
B y  b e t h a n y  k a n d e l  p h o t o g r a p h s  B y  j o h n  h u b a

coming of [age]
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from a geriatric center because they have diΩerent needs, 
and here we can focus on them,” says Chun. The center’s  
focus on whole-person care—including nutrition, fitness, 
mental health—further sets it apart. 

Chun emphasizes that geriatric care “is not cookbook 
medicine,” she explains. “You need to tailor it to the individ-
ual’s needs. You can’t predict someone’s health by just 
looking at age.” Some 70-year-olds are healthy and actively 
running companies, she says, while others are already de-
veloping dementia or have several chronic illnesses.

When Brent Ridge, M.D., a young geriatrician at Mt. Sinai, 
approached Martha Stewart to participate, she welcomed 
the opportunity to contribute to a cause close to her heart. 

“I was inspired by my mother, who lived to age 93 and was 
very healthy and active,” says Stewart, who donated $5 mil-
lion to enable Mount Sinai to build the center. Despite stay-
ing engaged with life, Stewart’s mother faced many of the 
health-care challenges people deal with as they age. “She 
confused her medicines, talked to a complicated mix of 
doctors, and even had trouble filling prescriptions.”

Stewart wanted the center to be diΩerent from other 
sterile, overcrowded health clinics. Designed by C.C. Pei, 

A Blueprint for HeAltH

Mount Sinai Medical Center has long been a leader in the 
field of geriatrics. In 1914, a faculty member wrote the first 
textbook on the subject, coining the term in the process, 
and in 1982 the organization opened the first department of 
geriatrics in an American medical school. “They continue 
to lead the way,” says Bragg. 

“We’re trying to change the model of care for a large 
segment of the population,” explains Albert Siu, M.D., 
chairman of the Brookdale Department of Geriatrics and 
Adult Development at the Mount Sinai School of Medicine. 
“The current models are not eΩective in providing good 
preventative care or management of chronic conditions.” 

EΩective, streamlined coordination of care distinguishes 
the Center for Living from the usual treatment the elderly 
receive. A team of geriatricians—doctors, nurses, educa-
tors—works under one roof, oΩering primary-care appoint-
ments, coordination of specialized care, and an electronic 
health record system that allows doctors to proactively reach 
out to patients for treatment so they avoid ending up in the 
hospital. “Just as children go to a pediatrician because they 
shouldn’t be treated like little adults, our patients benefit 

“ ” 
Staying physically and socially engaged are the two most important 
things for continued health, often better than medicine,” says Audrey 
Chun, medical director at the Martha Stewart Center for Living.
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the son of noted architect I.M. Pei, the clinic exudes calm—
there are no blaring televisions here, no narrow hallways, 
no cramped waiting rooms. Everything is designed for the 
elderly: spacious hallways suitable for walkers, wheelchairs, 
even the occasional stretcher; hydraulic examining tables 
that rise once the patient is seated; low hand rails for support, 
and extra wide chairs in the waiting rooms. Stewart weighed 
in on the design, choosing the earth-tone colors and finishes, 
the stone flooring, and large windows. 

You notice the ambience the moment you enter the glass 
front door with its moon gate symbol (meaning longevity) 
and spot the large drawing of a bonsai tree in the entrance-
way. “A bonsai tree gets more beautiful as it ages, and the 
older a bonsai tree is, the more valuable it is,” says Stewart. 
“That’s a fitting symbol for this center and its mission.” 

Stewart hopes the Center for Living inspires the creation 
of others around the country: “In every city there’s a need 
for a place like this, where people can go to coordinate their 
medical treatment, seek advice about exercise and diet, and 
get attention from doctors who specialize in their needs.” 

tHe Best Medicine

While e≈cient, streamlined, whole-person medical care can 
be seen as the “bones” of the center, a focus on prevention 
and quality of life lies at the heart. 

“Staying physically and socially engaged are the two 
most important things for continued health, often better 
than medicine,” says Chun. To that end, the center oΩers 

classes in tai chi, which has been shown to increase balance 
and strength to prevent falls; strength training, for build- 
ing bone mass; and yoga, which can increase flexibility  
and reduce stress levels. 

“Age means nothing; what’s important is how much  
energy you have,” says Lewis Paleias, who teaches the tai 
chi class at the center. He leads his students in stretches, 
meditations and gentle movements, all while developing 
stability and strengthening their bodies and minds. He 
encourages patients to breathe and move, and pushes them 
to resist inertia. “Are you sick? No? Then get up and 
move,” he says. “That’s what you need for life.” Even those 
who are debilitated can improve with regular practice.  
To those who say they have no balance, he tells them,  
“If we work at it, we can get it all back.” 

Equally important as the exercise are the friendships 
made in class. The students celebrate breakthroughs, send 
cards to those who are out ill, and go to lunch. One student, 
Mary Riley, is considered “one of the ‘babies’ of the class” 
at 67. She looks to King and the others who are decades 
older than her as inspiration. “I hope I can continue to be 
as active as they are at their age.”

The ripple eΩect of the center’s work may be changes in 
society’s perceptions of the elderly, and of aging itself. “A lot 
of people don’t like the word ‘geriatrics’,” says Chun. But 
the center tries to counter the common misperception that 
growing old entails getting sick and being marginalized by 
society. “Older adults have so much to contribute.”  

From left to right  
Medical director Audrey 
Chun, M.D., consults with 
a patient; Margaret King, 
age 97, stands with her 
hands in Prayer position 
in a yoga class; Martha 
Stewart with her mother 
and niece at the ground-
breaking for the Center 
for Living in 2006; in-
structor Deborah Quilter 
leads a chair yoga class; 
geriatrics department 
chairman Albert Sui, M.D., 
in his office.  


