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Chapter 1
Oh, My Aching Back!
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The Weight of War



It hurts so bad.


It started the day I was issued my body armor, which weighs 30 to 40 pounds alone. Include the rifle, pistol, additional ammo, water, and other assorted tools that the American soldier wears, and that gear can weigh anywhere from 60 to 100 pounds. Add in the fact that I only weigh 135 pounds and have a weaker-than-normal skeletal frame to begin with, and it’s no wonder I didn’t last a day before I crumpled to the ground under the weight of my gear.


It was fortunate that this happened at a training event; just a few months later, I’d be in Afghanistan, and collapsing in the middle of a mission would be disastrous. Instead, I was able to lie down until I could regain my strength.


A few days after my collapse, I was given improved armor that distributed the weight better over my whole body. But the damage was already done: my back would never be the same, ranging from bitter pain to utter numbness.


During my time in Afghanistan, my back became progressively worse. I had seen the military doctors a few times, but they weren’t able to offer much help other than specific stretches intended to release the tension in my spine and hip.


I woke up on Easter morning in the worst condition I’d ever been in, so I limped over to the Troop Medical Center. Specialist Chris Talbert was the medic in the TMC that day.


“Sergeant, where does it hurt?” he asked.


“I’m feeling pain at the bottom of my back,” I tried explaining, “and it shoots through my right hip and down the leg, stopping at the knee, but then striking again just below my ankle. But the ankle itself is numb.”


Spc. Talbert nodded his head and noted everything I had told him. It was a textbook case: I had a bulging disc, also known as a herniated disc, also known as a slipped disc, also known as a screwed-up back. By the end of my visit, I was given some painkillers to help me lie down at night.


Three months later, Spc. Talbert was dead. During a mission, his convoy rolled over an anti-tank mine. While several soldiers were there during the explosion, Spc. Talbert was the only one who didn’t walk away from the blast.


I survived the rest of my tour in Afghanistan, but I haven’t escaped its permanent effects on my body. At night, I’ll wake up and cry out in pain as my back will shoot tiny little bullets through my entire body, except for my left leg, which is spared because it is numb. When the pain is especially intense, I’ll get out of bed and stretch, just hoping that maybe some of the strain will be alleviated.


Once or twice, I’ve been tempted to feel sorry for myself. “If it weren’t for the Army, I’d be whole!” “Poor me. I’ll never be the same again.” Or, here’s my favorite: “Nobody understands how bad this hurts.”


But then I remember those soldiers who lost a lot more than I did. I remember Spc. Talbert who died while assisting others, just as he had assisted me. If at any time I am about to forget his legacy, I just whip out his handwritten medical assessment of my back and I am reminded of the greater sacrifices so many have given. What they would do to feel back pain again!


I still feel sore when I lie down at night. It still wakes me up, and I still cry out in pain. But you know what? If I can feel pain, then it means I’m still alive.


It hurts so good.


~ Sgt. Danger Geist ~





Back in the Saddle



All my life I wanted a horse. As a little girl, I put every dime I got into the mechanical horse at the grocery store, bouncing down make-believe trails. I counted the days until our annual summer visit to friends with Shetland ponies that took me for rides. Every horse book in the children’s library had my name on the checkout card. As an adult, I held onto the dream, hoping some day to ride my very own horse.


To celebrate turning fifty, I bought an Arabian mare the color of a copper penny. Vida, trained well enough for a novice rider, was perfect for me. We spent a few days getting to know each other at the small barn where I boarded her. Then I led her into the arena and, with the coaching of an instructor, saddled up and swung on. Vida stood quietly while I settled onto the saddle, with a huge smile on my face.


By the time we’d circled the arena three times, my smile had turned to a grimace. My back hurt so much I had to rein Vida in and climb off.


True, I wasn’t as young as when I’d ridden the mechanical pony. But an aching back after such a short ride? And Vida and I had only walked, not trotted or cantered. My back ached sometimes when I’d been on my feet a long time at work or after fixing dinner for company, but not like this.


I knew women in their fifties and sixties who rode. My idol was an eighty-year-old woman who got on her bicycle every morning and pedaled twenty minutes to a barn where she boarded her horse. Then she brushed and saddled her horse, and rode for half an hour. I wasn’t a sedentary person. I walked, biked, and occasionally hiked. Was horseback riding really such a demanding sport? Or was there something seriously wrong with my back?


When I returned Vida to her pasture, she extended her neck for me to stroke the white blaze that ran the length of her nose. “What am I going to do?” I asked, looking into her soft, brown eyes.


She nickered softly. I swear that nicker was “exercise” in horse talk.


I made an appointment with an osteopath who had helped me with a knee injury two years before.


“Where does it hurt?” he asked.


“My mid back and lower back.”


As he aligned me with gentle stretches, he reassured me that he felt no arthritis. An X-ray revealed no disc problems. I simply had a weak back, perhaps because all my life I’d had round shoulders and now had mild scoliosis.


“I just bought a horse and I want to ride her,” I told him. “It’s my dream.”


“Work hard,” he said as he handed me a prescription for physical therapy.


I didn’t mind working hard cleaning Vida’s stall, but back exercises sounded boring. However, I read online that a rider needs certain muscles to properly cue a horse. Furthermore, the soundness of a horse’s back is affected by the balance and posture of the rider. A weak back would not only hurt me, it would also hurt my beautiful mare. I telephoned the physical therapy office and made an appointment for their first opening.


In physical therapy I learned to make a hip bridge, lying on my back lifting my hips so they made a straight line from hips to shoulders. I did a fair imitation of a bird dog, starting on hands and knees with a neutral back and extending my right leg and left arm, then reversing sides. I lunged across the floor of the therapist’s workout room with hands on hips, alternating knees at a ninety-degree angle with my lower legs. I even did a side plank. Lying on my side, I contracted my abs and lifted my hips so there was a straight line from knees to shoulders. Sweat soaked my T-shirt. Did I want to ride this badly? I pictured myself galloping Vida across a field, wildflowers bending beneath her flying hooves. Yes, I did.


Figuring thirteen-year-old Vida could have back issues as well, I learned stretches and exercises that would help strengthen her back and we did them every time I visited the barn.


For two weeks I faithfully did my exercises. I wanted to do more than brush Vida’s mane and tail, pick her feet, and lead her around the arena. The day I arrived to ride her again, Vida lifted her head from grazing and whinnied to me. I shivered with excitement. “Hi, girlfriend,” I called as I walked toward the fence.


She ambled over and took a carrot from my hand. As I listened to her crunch, I slipped through the gate and wrapped my arms around her neck. “It’s going to be different today,” I promised.


I tacked up and climbed on, expecting to walk five laps around the arena, then cue Vida into a brisk trot. To my dismay, walking five laps was my limit. How long was I going to need to do my back exercises?


I thought of a biking friend who had injured a hip so badly in a fall that he couldn’t bike without first doing a series of stretches. He didn’t own a car and biked everywhere, which meant he did the exercises every single day. I breathed out. Would that be my fate?


I confided my struggle to a neighbor. “Yoga’s what you need to strengthen your back,” she insisted, and handed me a card for a local studio. “Alignment and core stability. Here’s where I go. The instructors are all physical therapists.”


It did sound like what I needed. I began taking weekly yoga classes and established a home practice that included locust, cobra, downward dog and plank pose. I wondered if any yoga positions were named after horses. As I lay on my yoga mat, lifting my breastbone and pulling my shoulder blades together, I pictured myself sitting tall in Vida’s saddle. I had to keep at it.


For another month I brushed Vida’s shining copper coat, and put her through a series of stretches. I lounged her, feeding the loops of line as she walked, trotted and cantered around me. I did my physical therapy exercises and yoga home practice daily. My yoga teacher remarked that I was standing straighter.


Six weeks from the day I first rode Vida, I mounted for the third time, patting her lovely arched neck and thanking her for her patience. We walked five laps each direction and trotted two laps before I grew uncomfortable. “Progress,” I told her, dismounting and hugging her neck.


Each time I rode, Vida and I went a little further. Delight consumed me every time I got back in the saddle. I knew before long we’d be exploring trails together. Thanks to strong backs — mine and hers — my dream had come true.


~ Samantha Ducloux Waltz ~





Someone to Watch Over Me



“Back surgery is definitely out of the question,” I indignantly informed my orthopedic surgeon after his examination in 2003. I painfully informed him of my decision as I was bent at a ridiculous 90-degree angle. Realizing my back was in a preposterous predicament for negotiation, I still demanded other options. After all, I had worked in the health and fitness field for 20 years and my experience as a Health and Fitness Director had exposed me to many serious back injuries. Not one person I knew had come through back surgery better off than before they succumbed to the scalpel.


I did, however, know several people who experienced constant back pain ever since their surgery, including my dad and brother. No sir — I was not ready to “hang up my athletic sneakers” for an extremely painful sedentary life in a rocking chair. I may have needed someone to watch over me, but I was not convinced it would be an orthopedic surgeon.


“I want to know my other options,” I entreated the surgeon.


“Your only other option…” the expert said in a non negotiating tone, “is a life of agonizing pain bound to a wheelchair.”


Now he had my full attention. I timidly inquired, “When do you think I should have surgery if I decide on that option?” I was really hoping to put off surgery indefinitely on the outside chance my back would heal itself.


“I am leaving the country in two weeks to visit my family in Ireland. I will be gone a month. I don’t think you will be able to tolerate the agonizing pain and helplessness you are experiencing for that long unless we hospitalize you and administer high doses of morphine. Let’s try to work your surgery into my schedule before I leave.”


“What? That’s within two weeks!” I was horrified and shocked. I hobbled out of the examination room like a zombie, and limped toward the receptionist’s desk. Even though I had been told by my referring physician that orthopedic surgeons needed to be booked months in advance, this caring surgeon was willing to squeeze me in before his vacation. “Someone must be watching over you or your timing must be incredible,” the receptionist cheerfully offered. “Just this morning, a patient postponed his surgery because of a respiratory infection. You could have that surgery appointment in two days.”


“Two days?” Even though my back was in agonizing pain, I wasn’t emotionally ready for this. I went to the doctor that morning for a consultation and I left with an appointment for surgery! It was surreal.


But sometimes, there is a bigger plan than we can fathom. Sometimes, what seems like a horrible answer to a dilemma can become the best solution to our difficulties. “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not into your own understanding, in all your ways acknowledge him and he will make your paths straight.” And now, because of my personal experience I can disclose — “and he can make your back straight, too.”


It has been almost ten years since that emotionally draining day. Even though the doctor remarked that it was one of the worst cases of a herniated disk that he had seen in his 25 years of surgery, my back has been pain-free ever since. I owe it to more than being in the capable hands of my skilled Irish surgeon. I walk with a spring in my step and an assurance that someone was indeed watching over me.


~ BJ Jensen ~





Oh, My Aching Back!




You Don’t Have to Go to War to Have Back Pain



Sergeant Geist’s story is reminiscent of many stories I’ve heard from soldiers who I’ve treated for back pain. It’s physically arduous, sometimes disabling and yes, even potentially deadly, to be a soldier who is stationed far from home. But, you don’t have to go to war to have back pain. Many people who have sedentary jobs and have never carried a rifle, never even seen “body armor” much less worn it, and never run from an enemy carrying 60 to 100 pounds of gear, will nevertheless develop severe, perhaps “crippling,” back pain.


In fact, the vast majority of us will suffer from back pain at some point in our lives. People are the most likely to suffer between the ages of 20 and 40. However, even though you may be at the greatest risk when you are young and active, getting older doesn’t protect you. Aging disks (the “cushions” between the bony vertebrae), arthritis and other problems in the spine may remind you of the passing years. Perhaps not surprisingly, the older you are the more severe and longer lasting the pain may be.



What Does Sex Have to Do With It?



Studies show that back pain doesn’t seem to discriminate between the sexes and affects men and women fairly equally. But there do seem to be some sex-related differences. An example where women may be at higher risk for back problems is osteoporosis. While it’s true that men get osteoporosis, too, women are particularly susceptible to loss of bone density and strength that can lead to vertebral compression fractures. This may cause them to become shorter and appear somewhat stooped over (commonly known as a dowager’s hump).


Men in Western industrialized societies are more apt to have disk problems and this is often treated surgically. Both the problem with their disks and the surgical “solution” may be influenced by the work that they do — with men more likely to be in jobs that require heavy, physical labor and perhaps more interested in pursuing a surgical remedy to get them back to work as quickly as possible.



My Job Is Hurting My Back!



Speaking of jobs and other activities that might predispose someone to back problems, it’s probably obvious that jobs that involve lifting, bending, stooping, and so on can take a toll on your back. It’s also true that riding in motor vehicles, especially big trucks, construction equipment and even planes that include prolonged sitting combined with vibration, can cause back problems. Lest you think that you are safe in a nice, cushy office, beware — sedentary jobs at the computer are also stressful for backs. Which is why I often counsel young adults who are planning their careers to consider not only their intellectual interests but also how they will physically feel doing their chosen profession year after year. The best kind of a job for your back is one where you don’t have to lift too much or sit too much. Backs like to move around but not be too stressed out.


Your neck is the upper part of your back, and it can get stiff simply from daily activities such as sitting at a computer or talking on the phone. Sometimes the stiffness is associated with pain. Your neck is the most flexible portion of your spine. If you have full range of motion, you should be able to:


 


Forward Flexion: Touch your chin to your chest (or nearly touch it to your chest)


 


Lateral Flexion: Tilt your head to the side so that it’s about halfway to your shoulder


 


Extension: Look up at the sky


 


Rotation: Move your head so that you can clearly see oncoming cars when you are driving


 




When Pain Strikes: An Exercise to Relieve Neck Pain


Here is a simple, gentle exercise to do when moderate neck pain first strikes. For severe pain, contact your health care provider immediately.
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1. Sit in a neutral position, holding your head in a normal resting position.


2. Next, slowly glide your head backward, tucking your chin in until you have pulled your head and chin as far back as they will go. Keep your head level and do not tilt or nod your head. Pull in gently for three to five seconds, then release. Repeat 10 times.


3. For a stronger stretch, gently apply pressure to your chin with your fingers and release. Repeat every two hours as needed.


If this exercise increases your pain, try it lying down on your back. Tuck your chin in and make a double chin. Hold for a second or two and release (your head never leaves the pillow). If pain increases or you develop numbness or tingling, stop and contact your doctor.







Where It Hurts: Muscles of the Neck
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The posterior (rear) neck muscles do the lion’s share of work in supporting the weight of your head while tilting and turning. Pain can result when an injury strains or tears your neck muscles, but more often, aches and pains result when muscles tense and strain to protect neck joints and nerves that have deteriorated. The brawny trapezius muscle is one of the most common sites of neck pain and strain.







Neck Stretching


Perform these exercises gently to the point where you feel a slight stretch but no pain.


Rotation range-of-motion
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Start by facing forward. Turn your head slowly to one side. Hold three seconds and return to the original position. Turn your head slowly to the other side. Hold three seconds and return to the original position. Repeat 10 times.


 


Side bending range-of-motion
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Face forward and let your head bend slowly to the side. Hold three seconds and repeat to the other side. Repeat 10 times. Do this exercise slowly and gently.







Neck Strengthening


Front neck muscles:
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This exercise can be done in a sitting position — at the office, for example — or lying down with your knees bent and feet flat on the floor. Place your palm on your forehead and press gently as you try to bring your chin to your chest; your neck muscles will tighten without your head moving. Hold for a count of three to five seconds. Repeat 10 times.


 


Rear neck muscles:
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Place one or both hands behind your head and use them to resist as you press your head backward. Hold for a count of three to five. Repeat 10 times.
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