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wealthier you are, the longer you live, and the bigger the tombstone 
your family can afford. This link between longevity and tombstone 
size was documented by George Davey Smith, an epidemiologist in 
Scotland. His team roamed the graveyards of Glasgow, recording 
the height of the gravestones and the birth and death dates in-
scribed on them. He found that each meter of height was associ-
ated with a little more than two additional years of life. I brought 
my class of undergraduates out to the campus graveyard equipped 
with tape measures to test whether we would find the same rela-
tionship at another time and place. Sure enough, we found the 
same phenomenon in Chapel Hill: Longer lives were recorded on 
larger stones.

There are a lot of reasons, of course, why poverty could be bad 
for one’s health. The poor may do without basic medical care, safe 
living conditions, and good sanitation. If conditions are truly des-
perate, they might die of hunger. More commonly, malnourished 
children fail to develop healthy immune systems and can die from 

Figure 5.1. Effects of per capita income on life expectancy level off after 
countries reach a basic level of development.
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