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General guidance


Consult with your doctor


The exercises in this book are intended for people of all ages with arthritis of any kind. However, before beginning this or any other exercise programme it is advisable to obtain the approval and recommendations of your doctor. While you are following this or any exercise programme, it is also advisable to visit your doctor for periodic monitoring.


Although the activities described here should not cause any harm and all reasonable care has been taken in compiling the information, the exercises might not be suitable for everyone. The content of this publication is for information only and not intended to be a substitute for medical advice, diagnosis or treatment. Any action you take on the basis of the information provided is solely at your own risk and expense.


Osteoporosis


Be especially cautious with exercise if you have osteoporosis.


Joint replacement pre- and post-op


If undergoing a joint replacement operation, you should follow the hospital’s recommendations for your personal exercise programme. Do not use the exercises in this book until you have fully recovered.


Chest pain or dizziness


If you experience chest pain, dizziness or severe shortness of breath, stop.


Fresh air


Being outdoors and feeling the direct action of the sun, light and fresh air on the skin are highly beneficial, but if going outdoors is not possible at this time because you are feeling unwell, or are experiencing immobility or pain, it is important to make the environment within your home as healthy as possible.


During the winter months, it is tempting to keep the windows closed and turn up the central heating in order to keep as warm and comfortable as possible. However, our homes contain chemical hazards from such things as cleaning products, carpets, furniture and paint. At the same time, perfumes, cooking, smoke, pets, chemicals in so-called air fresheners, and so on can all pollute the air. Breathing fresh air will help to cleanse the lungs of toxins while providing plenty of oxygen to breathe, so open the windows even just for a short while to change the air. Since every cell in the body requires oxygen, breathing fresh air will help you feel better, so try to make sure there is a good flow of air through the room you are in.


When you are unable to go outdoors, it is even more important to bring the outdoors in by way of house plants that help to clean the air. Two plants per 10 square metres of floor space is the minimum to experience the benefits, but the more the merrier. Choose ones specifically recommended for filtering the most common pollutants such as Boston fern, English ivy, areca palm, spider plant, rubber plant, ficus, peace lily and striped dracaena.1


Throw away any scented air freshener sprays, plug-in deodorizers, fragrance oil diffusers. Don’t assume they are safe for you. On investigation, you will see that they contain chemicals which can be irritating to the respiratory system, triggering nose, throat, eye or skin irritation. Instead, choose therapeutic 100 per cent pure essential oils to scent your environment if you wish. Essential oils can be released in a spray or a diffuser, or you can use a small water tank into which you put a few drops of essential oil – when plugged in and the water heats up, an aroma is safely diffused into the air. Essential oils also have a subtle yet holistic effect on the body; lavender oil or bergamot oil may even help relieve pain and inflammation.2


Clothing for exercise


Wear appropriate, supportive shoes. Don’t wear restrictive clothing, ties or belts that are too tight, as these interfere with natural breathing and restrict free movement of the lungs, chest, tummy and ribs. Keep warm and don’t get chilled.


Safety


Make sure the chair you are using is sturdy. When sitting or lying on the floor, use a comfortable foam mat, cushion or bed, rather than a hard surface. Take particular note of your posture whether sitting, standing or walking. A good posture is necessary for the proper functioning of cells and organs, as well as the joints and muscles.


Don’t exercise if you are feeling unwell, or immediately before or after eating. Don’t exercise when you are very tired, and don’t keep going to the point of exhaustion. When we overexert ourselves, too much lactic acid is produced which can aggravate arthritis. This results in tired stiff muscles, fatigue, night sweats or even no sweat at all.


Don’t stretch the limb if you have any inflammation or swelling around a joint.


Medications


If taking painkillers, be cautious with exercise. Painkillers mask the pain which leaves you vulnerable to damaging yourself.


The type, amount, frequency and intensity of exercise must all be individually determined, depending on your body, your fitness, and your stage of arthritis. Don’t think in terms of ‘no pain, no gain’, rather be gentle with yourself.


Warming up


Warming up increases body temperature and blood flow; it speeds up nerve impulses, and the efficiency with which muscles contract and relax, and connective tissue lengthens. Connective tissue, known as fascia, is tissue that holds the organs in place, links bones together at joints, attaches muscles to bones, and so on. In fact, connective tissue connects all the body structures, tendons, ligaments, spinal cord, nerves together; it is web-like, surrounding and wrapping everything even down to the cellular level. Fascia connects everything in the body.


It is noticeable how flexible and fluid young people often are in their movements. In older people, if they haven’t exercised for any length of time, muscles start to atrophy and connective tissue or fascia stiffen. This can improve with exercise. Don’t do too much too soon – exercise should feel comfortable. Don’t stretch too much or exercise for too long initially as you might damage yourself. If you experience a hot, shooting pain, stop immediately.


As arthritis is aggravated by being cold, wear layers of clothing that you can gradually remove as you warm up and don’t stretch until you feel warm.


Repetitions


Choose different exercises from day to day in order to challenge different muscles, joints and organs. Yes, organs like the brain, heart, lungs, stomach and pancreas all have work to do and exercise can benefit them. Speeding up and slowing down the heart rate, breathing faster and slower, moving slowly and quickly, all help blood flow which brings nutrients to the cells and removes toxins from the organs as well as from the muscles and joints.


There may be a tendency to concentrate more on the joint or muscle that hurts, but ensure that you spend just as much time on its opposite. In this way you will build strength on both sides – both shoulders, both hips, and so on.


Start with exercises you find easy and only very gradually introduce the more difficult ones.


Start by performing the chosen exercise just once, maybe twice or three times. Increase the repetitions only gradually. Pay attention to what your body is telling you and don’t strain or force any position that causes pain.


Duration


Exercise weak muscles slowly, beginning with light easy exercises for just three–five minutes twice a day. Be sure to rest in between each exercise.


Start out sufficiently slowly to avoid any aggravation afterwards or the following day. If you get a strong reaction to exercise, allow your body to recover before doing any more, then next time don’t do as much or for as long. You will get to know what you can do at any one time, but rest assured that as you continue to exercise, your capacity will improve so that you can do more without suffering for it.


When you are a little stronger, a 15–30-minute session is sufficient, twice a day.


Cooling down


If you are an active person with arthritis, you will be able to do more intense exercise provided you are not taking medications that block pain. However, always stretch while you are still warm, and gradually cool down after taking exercise. If you gently stretch – never painfully – while cooling down, your heart rate and circulation will slowly return to normal. This will help the lactic acid that has been produced through exercise to be removed efficiently from your muscles so as not to aggravate your symptoms. In turn, this will reduce any soreness and tension and prevent injury to the muscles.


To further mitigate the effects of lactic acid production, eat some protein shortly after exercising. This could be a smoothie of apple or pear with added rice and pea protein powder; a handful of unroasted, unsalted cashews; almonds with sunflower or pumpkin seeds; a hard-boiled egg; some chicken, turkey or fish; perhaps some celery or carrot sticks with hummus, nut butter or organic cottage cheese; or a protein-rich snack bar (but check the label and avoid sugar-rich ones).




Introduction


In a lovely village nearby there’s an end-terrace house and high up on the end wall hang two old bicycles. They’ve been there for years and I don’t think they are ever taken down, but they are an interesting house decoration, albeit they must have been deteriorating for years. Now, imagine that the owner gets out their ladder, climbs up and unhooks one of the bicycles, attaches a rope to it and carefully lowers it to the ground. Not unsurprisingly, it is covered in rust, the tyres are deflated and the rubber has perished. The handlebar grips are falling apart and the old-fashioned saddle has holes in it exposing the springs beneath. The owner tentatively tries to spin the wheels but they are firmly rusted in place, the frame is dirty and the chain filthy with old oil. It is going to take some loving care before it can be ridden, but the owner will salvage what they can, and replace what they cannot, in order to return it to its former glory so it can be ridden once more. The bicycle owner is determined to succeed in their chosen task.


This is a good analogy for what you are going to do here. Do you feel as if you are degenerating little by little, and want to do something to halt the decline? You might have already succumbed to surgery, but it has not completely resolved your problem. You have bought this book – you have had the thought, and the intention, to do something about your symptoms. Gradually you are going to start to put the suggestions into practice. Having cared for thousands of arthritis patients over the past 30-odd years, I can guide you; no matter how bad your arthritis is, there is a way forward. You don’t have to be like this.


It is not easy to be told that you must exercise when you have arthritis, if you can hardly put your foot to the floor without suffering intense pain, or a joint is throbbing mercilessly like a toothache and it’s challenging to even think, when you have to go sideways down the stairs with your least painful knee leading the way, or look at a kerb with worry that you might trip if you can’t lift your leg high enough to step onto it, or when you can hardly dress yourself and even putting on underwear is demanding.


Don’t worry, the type of exercise I have in mind does not include going for a run, going to a gym, doing a workout, lifting weights, and so on. These are too strenuous for you and you might do yourself more harm than good, especially if you are taking any medications for relief of pain or inflammation.


This is an exercise book for those who have various degrees of arthritis, from the bedridden to the active. There are exercises for every stage so that you can return once more to live a full life. Is this what you want? Do you want to be able to play with your children or grandchildren? Do you want to become involved in the community more, and join those groups that you have been putting off because you never know how you are going to be on the day? Do you want to be able to earn your own money again? Go where you want to go, when you want to? Do you want to get rid of those sticks, that trolley? Do you want to be healthy and fit once more? Do you want your child with arthritis to be able to join in games at school; or be able to go to parties and sleepovers? Of course you do.


There is no time like the present for getting started. It is not easy, but then nothing we do in life that is worth doing is likely to be easy, is it? This book is not just about exercise; it is about so much more. It is about getting your life back.




Part 1


ARTHRITIS AND EXERCISE
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How does arthritis affect you?


People don’t necessarily understand how insidious arthritis is. It is often hidden from view. They can’t see pain. They don’t know how to help. It is devastating to the whole family when one member has arthritis. Symptoms can vary such a lot, even from day to day and hour to hour. A joint can be very painful as well as red and hot, swollen and stiff, tender to touch, or it might not be. Muscles can ache and throb terribly, or not.


Your condition might be static with little or no changes, or you might be gradually deteriorating, with more and more joints becoming involved. You might feel generally fine and then, at times, quite ill with flu-like symptoms, lethargy and perhaps little appetite. Although they may be sympathetic, the doctor may be at a loss to know how to help. Your test results or physical examination findings do not correlate with what you tell them. You might have received various suggestions before finally being diagnosed and then, when you realize that orthodox medicine has no answers other than painkillers, steroids, anti-inflammatory drugs or sometimes surgery, your relief will be short-lived.


Arthritis can be cured but often only by the person themselves making necessary changes to their lifestyle; this is how Margaret cured her own rheumatoid arthritis and osteoarthritis after years of research as a nurse. Her story is explained fully in Treating Arthritis the Drug-Free Way (Sheldon Press, 2019), but each individual has their own story. When an adult develops arthritis, ongoing stress of some kind is commonly at the root of it – from being physically overworked, overdoing things mentally, being emotionally challenged by relationships, grieving from a bereavement or divorce, moving house, retirement, to worrying over finances, a serious health issue in a family member. All are possibilities in today’s world.


Chronic stress, tensions, frustrations, worries, resentment and anger, all lead to physiological changes and each individual needs to truly consider what has led them to develop their symptoms. It could even be overindulgence in inappropriate food or drink. There comes a time when the load the body has to bear just becomes too much and demands that you pay the price. As arthritis starts to seriously affect your life, placing limits on what you can participate in, now is the time to make necessary changes. If Margaret could do it, so could you.


Your child may have been diagnosed with arthritis and you feel that the above cannot possibly apply. You may be right, but if an infant has arthritis, could it be because of the mother’s state of health while she was pregnant? Whatever affects the mother’s health can impact the growing baby in her womb. Margaret’s doctor told her that it is possible for her arthritis to disappear with every pregnancy and birth. After six babies, unfortunately, she found it not to be in her case.


Until an infant starts to try to walk, and cries with the effort, parents may not realize there is truly something wrong. When an older child develops arthritis, could it be because of a lack of nourishing food, a harassed overwhelmed mother or father giving processed meals, sweet sugary drinks, insufficient health-promoting fresh fruit and vegetables, and healthy fats? Or, could it be for some other reason that the child is stressed – being bullied, being jealous of a new baby, and so on?


At our clinic we see children struggling with arthritis. Their condition limits them in many different ways. They might struggle to develop friends, attend school routinely, join in sports, and even just enjoy playtime and sleepovers. They are missing out on a free and easy childhood.


Many working-age people who develop arthritis find it difficult to sustain their employment and feel guilty at the strain their condition puts on their family, their finances and relationships.


Older people struggle to look after themselves, maintain their homes and gardens, and suffer loneliness due to their condition. They cannot predict when or if they will feel OK to go out or attend a function, so they opt out from the start. All of this is terribly sad but not insurmountable.


If someone with arthritis were to adopt naturally therapeutic measures, not only could improvements be achieved in their arthritic condition but also in their general health, so that they would have a much better quality of life. There is, unfortunately, no magic pill to cure arthritis. Only you, the individual, can take the necessary steps towards improving your condition, leading to recovery.


In this book, I explain the different measures that my mother, Margaret Hills, and I have used over the past 30 years and more to guide people on how to overcome arthritis. Most people seem to get good results, as the following letter from a patient shows:




I am only too pleased to write and tell you and others how the treatment has worked for me. When I started, it was like grasping at straws. I had been to the doctor, only to be told, ‘You’ve got arthritis, don’t worry – we all get it; just keep taking the tablets!’ My knee was swollen and painful; I couldn’t straighten it or stand on that leg. My thumbs were sore and lumps were appearing at the base of them. I have played the piano nearly all my life but now my fingers were stiff and I had difficulty in reaching the octave. I couldn’t knit without pain travelling up my arms and I hated sitting watching television without clicking away with my knitting needles. My back ached, and getting out of bed in the morning was a struggle and to try to turn over in bed was horrific. I thought this was how it was going to be for the rest of my life. Then by chance I read about your treatment and thought I had nothing to lose. The first month, nothing much happened. Then, in August, my shoulder started aching, then my ankle and my foot – the pain had started spreading to other sites. But I had started to knit again and the lumps on my thumbs had decreased. By September, the swelling had subsided in my knee and I could walk much more easily. I had to drive a long way to a wedding; I wasn’t looking forward to it because I knew I was going to be stiff in all my joints at the end of the journey. But I was pleasantly surprised that the aching and stiffness wasn’t as bad as I had thought and during the weekend of the wedding I was able to wear shoes with a heel; my knee and ankles were so much better. October and November saw me back at the piano again, helping out in the school’s concerts and playing for our WI choir. Miraculously, I could stretch my hands with no pain and no suffering afterwards. By Christmas, I was feeling so much better in myself, taking the dog for long walks and swimming a couple of times a week in the local pool. I continued to improve over the next months, not entirely free of pain but only an occasional twinge which didn’t last more than a day or two. Last summer I was able to swim in the sea and walk for miles on the beach with my knee feeling quite normal again. My fingers are now straight, no lumps on my thumbs and I can knit and do fine handiwork again. I have gone from being in despair, back to my old self, thoroughly enjoying life – long may it continue! With many thanks for your help.


EL
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Your current state of health


Note how you are feeling right now by ticking the appropriate column in the grid below. Look again from time to time and see how far you have improved. With a chronic condition, do not expect improvements overnight; they come gradually to the extent that you may not even notice. This is why it is important to write down now, before you start, to what degree you are affected. You might like to add other statements to the list and I would encourage you to do so. You will be surprised how your confidence gradually improves as your inflammation, pain, stiffness and swellings reduce, becoming intermittent rather than continuous, before disappearing altogether. Yes, it can be done – but only you can do it!








	Statements

	This is a problem right now Date:__________

	This is no longer a problem (record date when you notice)






	I don’t go outdoors unless I have to

	

	






	I worry that someone will bump into me

	

	






	I am slower walking

	

	






	I walk with smaller steps than usual

	

	






	My legs feel heavy

	

	






	I have to use a stick for balance

	

	






	I have to use a wheelchair at the moment

	

	






	I need a lot of rest

	

	






	I am overweight

	

	






	I am underweight

	

	






	I have dry skin

	

	






	I have dry eyes

	

	






	I have a dry mouth

	

	






	I have to hold on to something

	

	






	I have to haul myself upstairs

	

	






	I struggle coming downstairs

	

	






	I can’t get out of a chair easily

	

	






	If I fall, I cannot get up without help

	

	






	I have to ask other people to do things for me

	

	






	I need help getting dressed

	

	






	I can only stand for a short time

	

	






	I have no strength in my hands, arms or wrists to lift the kettle or a saucepan

	

	






	I have no strength in my hands to prepare food

	

	






	I can’t think straight

	

	






	My fingers and/or toes are out of alignment

	

	






	I can’t bend

	

	






	I can’t kneel down

	

	






	I have nodules on my fingers and/or toes

	

	






	I have nodules on my limbs

	

	






	My skin is so sensitive

	

	






	I hurt all the time

	

	






	I feel so tender

	

	






	My neck creaks

	

	






	I have spurs on my joints

	

	






	My joints creak

	

	






	I feel so weak

	

	






	My heart beats very fast

	

	






	I have arrhythmia

	

	






	I get terrible cramps

	

	






	My muscles are wasting

	

	






	My knees or ankles feel as if they will give way beneath me

	

	






	I struggle to get comfortable in bed

	

	






	I have to sleep in an armchair

	

	






	I can’t sleep

	

	






	I can’t do my housework

	

	






	I can’t tend my garden

	

	






	I can’t turn on a tap or open jars

	

	






	I can’t comb my hair

	

	






	I can’t hold a cup

	

	






	My writing is appalling; I can’t hold a pen

	

	






	I can’t put the key in the lock

	

	






	Driving is impossible as I can’t change gear or hold the steering wheel, or turn my head

	

	






	I am irritable

	

	






	I am tense

	

	






	I am so uncomfortable

	

	






	My posture is terrible

	

	






	I feel afraid for the future

	

	






	I feel that something terrible might happen

	

	






	Thoughts go round and round my head

	

	






	I have let myself go

	

	






	I feel restless

	

	






	I get panic attacks

	

	






	Anything else? List it below









Review the above from time to time to give yourself encouragement to carry on. From all our experience over the years, we know it will be worthwhile; improvements happen gradually, so that you hardly notice how much better you are until you look back at how you used to be.


It is wonderful to receive testimonials such as this one from Patricia:




I am so pleased at the difference the Margaret Hills treatment has made to me – and in only six months! The arthritic ‘hotspots’ that were developing in various joints, especially my neck, became worse after starting the treatment but after a while they all became pain free, and have remained so. Once again, I am able to walk briskly into town to do my own shopping and to meet friends in a café. Once again, I am able to drive my car which I couldn’t do on account of a locked neck impairing my range of vision. I have my life back.


Patricia, Moffat, Scotland
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Improvement is possible – Margaret Hills’ story


Back in the 1940s, my mother was studying to be a nurse, working on the wards at St Stephen’s Hospital in London and living it up at the Hammersmith Palais on an evening when she was off duty. After a typical night out dancing, she returned to the nurses’ home and went to bed. In the early hours she woke in desperate pain. It was discovered that she had developed rheumatic fever; this was to be followed by rheumatoid arthritis and, later on, osteoarthritis. She received the best of attention from Harley Street consultants while living in the nurses’ home. She had the best treatment available at the time – total bed rest for four months, even unable to feed or wash herself, lying in a bed in the nurses’ sick bay with just aspirin to combat her symptoms. This helped her enormously and gradually she was allowed to sit up, feed herself and then get out of bed; her heart had been very badly enlarged.


She was sent home to convalesce with strict instructions not to come back to finish her training, never to run or otherwise increase her heart rate, and – devastatingly – never to have any children as it would all be too much for her heart. She was only 21 years old and she decided that if that was how she had to live her life, it would be pointless. So, she determined there and then not to tell her parents and to do exactly what she wanted and hang the consequences. While convalescing, she cycled and swam, roaming for miles over the hills and mountains round her home in County Kerry, Ireland. Three months later she was surprised to find herself still alive, feeling fit and well, and – most of all – ready to resume her nurse training.


She wrote to Matron at St Stephen’s and explained that she had fully recovered and truly wanted to pick up where she had left off with her training, and Matron agreed. She managed to complete her training to qualify as a staff nurse and duly became a theatre staff nurse, a very hard job for which she had to stand on her feet for hours at a time.


During this time, she started having pains and aches again; she volunteered for the night shift. She felt that she would be able to do her work but be mainly unobserved for the pain she was in. When making a cup of tea for a patient, she could put her hands in the oven to warm them up and relieve the pain for a while. She could rest her feet on a hot-water bottle under the table while writing up patient notes. She kept her pains and discomfort secret because she knew she would be ‘let go’ if Matron found out.


Ultimately, she met her husband-to-be, and as his job moved to Coventry, so did she. Soon after marrying, she became pregnant. This was the next hurdle to overcome. Her husband wanted a large family and she would have loved that. She decided to ignore the Harley Street consultants’ advice and go ahead with the pregnancy. Her doctor was supportive, explaining that when women give birth the acids that are part and parcel of rheumatoid and osteoarthritis can be shed too, and symptoms often disappear. She was hopeful, but it was not to be.


Six babies later, she had a serious flare-up of rheumatoid arthritis and osteoarthritis, which knocked her off her feet. Everything hurt. As a young girl, I recall the home helps that came to look after us. Sometimes, an aunt would come and stay for a couple of weeks or so. Often, we were sent round to a lovely neighbour’s house – somewhere to be safe and secure. My mother was finding life extremely difficult. This went on for some years, with my mother experiencing times that were not so bad and then others that were so disabling she was completely dependent on others.


If you have arthritis of some kind, you will be aware that your general health can be affected, especially when you have a flare-up. For example, it is common to become anaemic, lose weight or gain weight; blood tests might be completely normal or they might be abnormal. Despite medications, you might become progressively disabled due to painful, stiff, deformed joints and so on. Refusing to give in to the disease, and with a large family to take care of, my mother read many books, trying to find a way out of her situation. She tried this and that for weeks at a time without any success.


One day a friend gave her a book, Folk Medicine, written by Dr D.C. Jarvis, MD, a distinguished physician from Vermont, New England, USA. Having read it, she thought it made so much sense. She wholeheartedly started to put the ideas into action for herself and gradually noticed little improvements, which gave her encouragement. After 12 months, she had cleared all signs of both rheumatoid arthritis and osteoarthritis from her body.
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