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Introduction: 

A neurologist's new perspective on headache  treatment

If you suffer from frequent headaches, you have probably become painfully aware of how often modern medicine falls short of giving you what you really seek:  safe, reliable control over your pain.  Today's typical medical response to pain is drugs.  And while prescribed drugs have been "clinically proven" to provide relief, I do not think you would be reading this book if you were satisfied with the results.  Either the drugs failed to ease your pain, or you felt uncomfortable with the risk of side effects that virtually every drug carries.  Or you simply believed, as I do, that there are alternatives to conventional medicine that can help prevent  the headache before treatment is necessary -- or that might provide treatment that is safer, more effective and, in the long run, less expensive.  


Know that you are not alone in your desire to explore beyond conventional Western medicine:  a recent survey inThe New England Journal of Medicine  showed that 34% of us have sought out alternative therapies.  And most people sought these treatments for chronic conditions, incuding headache.   It's clear that many of the healing methods that we once thought of as peripheral or antiquated are now becoming central.


As a neurologist who was educated at modern medical institutions, I believe that some pharmaceuticals have their place in the treatment of headaches.  As the Director of the New York Headache Center, I have prescribed these drugs to headache patients in my care, some of whom have found relief.  But many have not.  However, rather than close the door on modern medicine and blame it for its failures, it seems more positive, and logical, to open the door to other alternatives. 


One of the options that opened my eyes to alternative methods is the success of magnesium in preventing certain types of headaches.  Through many years of research in this area, I became convinced that the treatments for headache relief and prevention are not limited to the prescription counter at your local drugstore. 

Today's complementary medicine: 

where the age-old and the "new age" meet
You might have heard about alternative treatments.  Whether they are age-old remedies such as acupuncture or "new age" approaches like guided imagery, they all seem new -- especially in light of modern society's single-minded reliance on drugs.  And, to many of you, alternative treatments might appear exotic and almost magical.


In fact, not only have many of these remedies been used successfully for hundreds or thousands of years (acupressure and herbal remedies, for example), but many have very logical -- physio logical  -- bases for success.  We know, for example, that vitamins and minerals are important to life.  An imbalance of these nutrients can cause the body to work improperly.  In some cases, this imbalance might cause headache.  By paying close attention to the foods we eat and, when necessary, taking nutritional supplements, we may be able to correct the problem.


In the same way, the medical benefits of herbs have been known for centuries.  Through ancient Roman, Hebrew and Egyptian medical records, we see that herbs were used to treat virtually every known illness.  The pharmaceutical industry got its start by purifying and processing these natural ingredients -- and there is a renewed effort today among some pharmaceutical companies to explore the value of herbs.


Acupressure and acupuncture, both ancient Chinese practices, operate on the concept that there are key junctures in the body: the application of pressure or hair-thin needles to these specific points is thought to release the blockages and tension that can cause pain, and provide pain relief.


Even the newer alternative treatments are rooted in age-old concepts of medicine.  For example homeopathy, which was developed in the late 18th century, uses the essences of plants (and other substances) to stimulate and strengthen the body's own natural defenses   Chiropractors, and some osteopathic physicians, specialize in the manipulation of joints and other tissues to reduce nerve irritation and release muscle tension that might cause headaches.  Other "bodywork" therapies   -- of methods such as massage, osteopathic manipulations, Alexander Technique, cranial-sacral therapy and Rolfing --  also manipulate the body to relieve muscle tension and, in some cases, to release emotional sources of muscle or connective tissue contraction. Modern mind-body techniques -- such as biofeedback, autogenic training (self-hypnosis), relaxation, imagery and visualization --  are simply formalized ways of helping the body to release pain-causing tension.


Ironically, advances in modern medicine are, indirectly, providing scientific proof for some of these "unproven" methods.  In an effort to uncover cures of diseases of the immune system, for example, scientists have discovered more about the powerful and complex workings of our own natural defenses -- and how these defenses can be strengthened by the foods we eat and the way we live our lives.   In fact, the National Institutes of Health (NIH), a research branch of our nation's public health service, has acknowledged the possible validity of alternative approaches by funding the Office of Alternative Medicine, a department of the NIH dedicated to research into nondrug treatments and preventive approaches.  More than 25 major medical colleges and universities offer courses in alternative medicine (Contemp Int Med, August, 1995). Medical journals directed at physicians seeking knowledge about alternative approaches are now available.  Insurance providers are even beginning to offer plans that cover preventive and alternative treatments.  In short, even modern science is opening up to age-old and new age treatments.

How to use this book
This book is written for those who want to take an active role in their health.  Consider it a resource guide -- a textbook -- of drug-free treatments for the prevention and relief of headache.  But before embarking on your journey of self-healing,  it is important to keep some things in mind.


Though each human being shares the same basic physical make-up, each person is also unique.  Your lifestyle, the food you eat, your genetic heritage and even your profession and where you live can influence your health -- and your reasons for having chronic headache.  


Similarly, even though medical experts have been able to identify categories for headache -- migraine, cluster and tension-type, to name the top three -- we also know that the "triggers" that set off a headache are often as unique as the people who experience them.  For example, while cigarette smoke might trigger one person's migraine, stress might set the migraine in motion for someone else.


In short, it is very difficult to generalize about the causes of headache and the proper treatment for each individual.

The first step toward finding the right relief is understanding the source or sources of your headache -- of which there may be more than one.  These causes will be described in Part 1.  


Once you gain an understanding of what causes your headache, you will be better prepared to understand the logic behind the drug-free methods available to treat it.  No single treatment is right for every person.  You might even want to try a combination of approaches.  To help you find the one that's right for you, the drug-free methods will be described in Part 2. 


Some of the approaches described in this book have been medically proven.  However, the success of many drug-free regimens is, in the vocabulary of conventional modern medicine, "anecdotal."  This means that these methods might not have undergone the rigors of formal clinical study, as we know it.  Rather, the proof of their success is based on a collection of positive results. (For an explanation of clinical study designs, see the glossary)  I say this certainly not to scare you away but, as with any approach you take -- whether it be modern pharmaceutical methods or alternative, drug-free methods -- to urge that you exercise caution.


In addition, many of the approaches described in this book require a personal commitment to your health.  As a culture, most of us living in the United States today have become accoustomed to taking a passive role in the care of our bodies.  We are referred to as "patients" -- patiently (or impatiently) waiting for someone else to fix us.  We expect miracle cures and fast relief; take a pill and feel better.   For life-threatening illness -- like raging infections, heart attacks or stroke -- we are often unable  to take an active role.  In the realm of acute disease, modern medical tools, such as antibiotics and surgical innovations, have made true heros out of doctors.  But with chronic illnesses such as headache, our commitment to drug-free approaches may need to be even greater. 


Holistic approaches engage the whole individual, with the belief that the mind and spirit play integral roles in generating the body's self-healing abilities.  As patients waiting for a quick cure, we deprive the body of the chance to engage its own natural healing "intelligence."  But this takes active persistence and commitment.  For example, while a change in diet might  "miraculously" cure your headache, the cure lasts only as long as you stick with the regimen.  Similarly, a typical acupuncture session lasts 20-30 minutes;  many herbal teas need to be brewed at home for several hours.  Repeated sessions/doses are often required before you feel relief.  


This effort need not be viewed as a chore.  On the contrary, the rewards of becoming actively involved in your own health can extend beyond pain relief, bringing you to a renewed sense of overall health, and respect for your body's innate power.  


Keep in mind that some of the approaches described in this book reflect a life philosophy or belief system.  While you don't need to adopt Taoist practices, for example, in order to benefit from Chinese herbs, you might gain more  by understanding how other aspects of your lifestyle contribute to imbalances in your energy flow.  To help in your exploration of these belief systems, you'll find suggested readings in the Resource  section at the end of this book.


Finally, no one knows your pain better than you and your physician.  If you are lucky enough to have a doctor who is open-minded about drug-free approaches, rely on him or her as a partner in your exploration of these approaches.  If not, we have listed some organizations at the end of this book (see Resources ) to help you along the way.

A word about wording
It has been a challenge to find comfortable and accurate generic terms for so-called "alternative" methods and,  for that matter, modern medical practices.   As people who receive medical care in late-20th United States or Europe, most of us regard our drug-based medicine as "traditional" medicine.  This is a misnomer -- especially in the context of this book.  While the term reflects our current tradition, a more appropriate term might be "conventional."  Comparatively speaking, modern Western medicine has a very short history or tradition.  Modern medicine as we know it is just a few centuries old.  And many of the early concepts guiding modern medical care were remarkably similar to those we regard as non-traditional or alternative.   The so-called "non-traditional" healing approaches such as Oriental medicine and Ayurveda have very long traditions, sometimes thousands of years old.  For much of the world these methods are traditional.


As alternatives to pharmaceutical-based treatments become more accepted by today's physicians and nurses, the term "complementary" medicine has gained popularity.  Complementary implies the use of non-drug approaches in conjunction with -- to complement -- pharmaceuticals.  This, indeed, is my perspective and, therefore, "complementary medicine" is a term that I feel comfortable using.


We reveal these semantic difficulties not as an excuse for awkward phrasing, but to illustrate the great shifts now underway in medicine.  It is my hope that many of the approaches we describe in the following pages will soon be regarded by the prevailing medical community not as alternatives,  but as viable, primary options in the treatment of headache.

Part 2:  The Alternatives







Medicus curat, natura sanat"






Medicine treats, nature heals

There are hundreds of alternative routes that motivated self-healers can take toward relieving their headache.   How do you find the one that is right for you, or for your child?  Here are my recommendations:

Start with your instincts
Can something as unscientific as instinct be the right way to select a health method?  In fact, there is some scientific basis for following instincts in this matter.   First, there is mounting evidence that the mind has a powerful effect on the health of the body.  If you understand and want a treatment to work, it is more likely to be successful.  The placebo effect is just one explanation for this success.  As we will see in Chapter 8, the mind can control much more than we have been generally taught to believe.


Second, scientific study shows that commitment, or as doctors like to say, compliance, is a key predictor of success -- even with drug therapy.   A significant percentage of drug therapies fail because people fail to take them correctly, or for long enough.  Your commitment to many of the complementary approaches we review in this chapter will need to be substantial.   Expect no overnight miracle cures.  Expect instead to spend time  -- brewing teas or visiting therapists, following exercise programs or sorting out your nutritional needs, practicing postures or meditating.   In short, expect to become actively and intimately involved in the fate of your own health.   


That being the case,  you might as well start by finding a treatment approach for which you have a natural affinity.   For example, if you love to exercise and work on your body, explore the Physical Approaches first.  If you are introspective, you might start with the Mind-Body  Approaches.  If you are an avid gardener, you may enjoy growing and brewing your own herbs. You can mix different techniques, as well.  Children respond particularly well to interactive approaches such as biofeedback, guided imagery and progressive relaxation.


We have organized the complementary methods roughly by category.  There are some overspills.  Some of the physical approaches, such as yoga, clearly cross over into the mind-body realm -- and, while homeopathic remedies employ botanical substances, the underlying theories of homeopathy differ greatly from many other approaches. 


Finally, you will not find chapters or sections devoted exclusively to macrobiotics, naturopathic approaches, traditional Oriental medicine or Ayurvedic medicine.  For overviews of these healing philosophies, see Chapter 1.  Specific practices from these disciplines are interwoven throughout the book, as they apply to different categories of healing.

Evaluate  your response and your progress 
Generally, we rely on doctors to photograph and prod our bodies, process the information -- then feed it back to us.  With many complementary therapies, you will be taking the lead.  It will be up to you to keep in touch with your body's responses and to gauge your own progress.  Self-knowledge techniques are new skills for many of us -- but well worth cultivating.  


How long before you give up on a technique?  Many treatments take much longer to do their work than drugs;  as a rule of thumb, if an approach does not yield some positive change within one month, you should move on to a different practice.   There are exceptions.  For example, the herb gingko may need to be taken for up to 6 weeks before results begin to appear, according to one study.
Find a reliable partner in health
While we encourage you to take responsibility for your health, we recommend that you find a reliable partner  at first to help you get started.   If your regular doctor is open to complementary approaches, he or she should be your first choice.   If not, we have compiled a list of organizations (see Resources ) to guide you toward practitioners in different areas of complementary medicine.

This book must not be used in place of a physician or qualified healthcare practitioner.  Most of the complementary approaches we describe in the following pages have not undergone the rigors of clinical study.  Many are not considered therapeutic and have not been investigated or approved by  any government or regulatory medical agencies in this country.  In some cases, the practitioners themselves do not make therapeutic claims.  We urge you to exercise caution when evaluating a practitioner or an approach.


In presenting the information on the following pages, our aim is to educate you, to the best of our ability, to the many options  available to you.  We neither recommend nor suggest their use, and disclaim any responsibility for harm that might result from this information.  Only you and your healthcare professional are qualified to make decisions regarding your health.  We strongly recommend that you consult your doctor or healthcare professional before engaging in any medical treatment plan, particularly if you are pregnant or have an underlying health condition. 

