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Advice to the Reader


Before following any advice contained in this book, it is recommended that you consult your doctor if you suffer from any health problems or special condition or are in any doubt.
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Introduction


A great deal of conflicting information has been written and much has been talked about hair. Most experts agree on the basics such as what hair is, how it grows and the factors that affect its growth and appearance, but when it comes to hair loss, opinion is divided.


Most experts, but by no means all, agree on how and why hair loss occurs. Unfortunately, far fewer agree on how to treat it. The whole area of hair loss, especially in the case of male pattern baldness, is open to constant dispute, change and development. The more orthodox trichologists will opt for drug or surgical treatments and long-established methods only, whereas other practitioners favour newer, more holistic or natural approaches, embracing herbal lotions, nutritional therapy and fundamental changes to lifestyle and diet.


This short e-book is intended to present the facts on both approaches. It aims to be comprehensive but it is by no means exhaustive. When you have read the book, hopefully you will feel better able to choose a treatment that suits you. Whatever the reason for your hair loss, I hope that the information contained in these pages will give you the very best chance to hold on to a healthy head of hair.


Liz Earle MBE


Lizearlewellbeing.com
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A Healthy Head of Hair


The attention that we lavish on our hair on a daily basis is just one indication of how important it is to us. On a very primitive level, hair offers protection and warmth, but it also plays a large part in attraction. Beautiful hair has been written and sung about for centuries by everyone from Homer to David Bowie. Hair has also been a status symbol, a sign of power, authority and masculinity; think of a judge’s wig and how beards have always indicated maturity and wisdom in men. Hair is also accurately known as a barometer of health; a thick and shiny head of hair is as much a sign of good health and vitality as clear glowing skin, and any ill-health soon registers in the condition of your hair.


Last, but by no means least, hair is a sign of youth. Traditionally, young girls have worn their hair long while mature women wore theirs up or had it cut short to fend off unwanted male attention. In men, too, the first sign of a receding hairline heralds the onset of maturity, an undesirable development in a society where there is so much emphasis on staying young and looking good.


Given all these roles it is small wonder that the loss of hair, either temporarily or permanently, provokes such universal feelings of panic and dread, or that we are prepared to invest so much time, effort and sometimes vast amounts of money to maintain or hopefully regrow it. Consequently, a huge industry of hair-growth products and programmes has grown up to feed the desire for a full head of hair. We are offered everything from spray-on hair to micro surgery, and all the lotions and potions in between. This, of course, is nothing new. It seems that men and women have been losing their hair since time began and for almost all that time there have been ‘cures’ and disguises for hair loss.


Cures have ranged from Hippocrates’ delightful mixture of wine, essence of lilies or roses, oils and acacia juice, to the seventeenth-century practice of rubbing stale urine or white dog droppings on to the scalp. Even chicken manure and electric shock treatment have had a brief, but failed, part to play in scalp stimulation.


Attempts to disguise bald patches also set fashions in hairstyles. Think of the classic Roman hairstyle where the hair is brushed forward from the crown and flattened against the scalp. When a balding Roman emperor said it was a new fashion, who was going to argue with him?


Of course, treatments today are much more sophisticated and there is a great deal we can do to maintain, improve and restore thinning hair and balding. As we are learning more about the workings of the human body, how hair grows and why it falls out, we are more aware of what is and is not achievable. Thanks to advances in science, surgical techniques, stress management and nutrition, there is a growing pool of information and help for anyone who needs it. There has also been a growth in understanding among health professionals who are prepared to pay more attention to hair loss than they may have done in the past. A welcome surge of interest in holistic healthcare means that most types of hair loss are seldom seen in isolation. Often it can be a symptom of some underlying health problem and not just a cosmetic change. The message in these cases is that if you boost your health generally, you’ll improve the quality of your hair.


Unfortunately, we still have to beware of the quack remedies. Your best defence against squandering your time, money and hope on a useless ‘cure’ is to be informed. Bear in mind that there are ‘treatments’ for hair loss as opposed to ‘cures’. There is a great deal you can do to improve the condition of your hair, prolong its life and even help it to regrow in some cases, but it pays to be realistic both in your expectations and in the treatments you decide to use.


To understand the problem of hair loss it is important to know a little about the basic structure of hair, how it grows and how that growth cycle changes throughout our lives.


Hair Structure


Hair is made up of keratin, a type of fibrous protein which also plays a major role in the formation of nails and the outer layer of our skin. The protein is composed of simpler units called amino acids. There is also a proportion of sulphur which contributes to the hard but flexible fibrous appearance. The strands of hair that we can see are actually made up of dead cells and keratin, which is why it never hurts to have our hair cut. But even though they are technically dead, hair strands can still be affected by outside influences such as pollution or the chemicals in hair-styling products.


The root of the hair and part of the shaft is buried beneath the skin in a little pit called the follicle. The follicle is the living part of the hair, which is protected and nourished beneath the scalp. The follicle determines the size and shape of each individual hair. At the base of the follicle is the papilla, a clump of cells which produce the keratin that forms the hair strands. Each follicle, which develops independently, is surrounded by small blood vessels called capillaries.


Capillaries work in two ways for the follicle: they supply it with nutrients such as vitamins, minerals, water and oxygen, and they carry away waste products into the veins or the lymphatic system. The follicle is also linked to a sebaceous gland. These are oil-secreting glands which supply a constant flow of sebum (oil) to nourish and moisturise the hair shaft.
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The hair shaft itself is divided into three layers: the cuticle, the cortex and the medulla. The cuticle is the outer layer, made up of several thinner layers of overlapping cells, and is affected by physical and chemical change. The cortex, which is made up of long, thin fibres, forms the bulk of the structure and contains the main protein-rich part of the hair and the pigments which determine colour. It is also affected by physical and chemical influences which can change it either temporarily or permanently. The medulla is the inner section, a spongy, semi-hollow core.


Patterns of Growth and Loss


Hair colour, curliness, thickness and length is hereditary, as is the number of hairs on your head. The average head is host to around 120,000 hairs, although this figure varies depending on hair colour and race. Blondes have the most hairs, at around 150,000, and redheads have the least, with about 90,000, although red hair tends to be coarser so this difference is not usually noticeable.


Our hair pattern is set before birth and we are born with as many hair follicles as we will ever have. Throughout life our hair is constantly growing and renewing itself, at first vigorously, but as we age the rate of growth slows down and so the hair gradually gets thinner. A few follicles die and are not replaced, so they will never again produce hair. One thing is certain, we will all lose some hair as we age.


We have different types of hair on different parts of the body and at various stages of our development. As a baby in the womb we are covered with downy hair called lanugo, which is usually shed during the ninth month of pregnancy. This is the first of many stages of hair loss. As newborn babies and up until puberty, vellus hair, which is fine, short and colourless, covers most of our body. But on our heads, eyebrows and eyelashes we have terminal hair, strong, visible, coloured and textured hair. After puberty, hormones trigger the growth of terminal hair in the armpits and pubic area, and on the faces of men.


No matter where it is sited on the body, all hair grows in the same way.


The Life Cycle of Hair


The life cycle of a hair falls into three phases: the anagen, telogen and catagen phases. The anagen phase is the period of growth, which lasts for between three and five years. During this time the hair grows continuously at a rate of one to one-and-a-half centimetres each month. The rate of growth can vary, depending on race and inheritance, but generally hair can grow to a length of between 45 and 75 centimetres during the growth phase. Between 80 and 90 per cent of hair is in the anagen phase at any time.
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