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  Foreword

  HANS INVITED ME TO JOIN HIM FOR LUNCH AT THE NEW York Athletic Club where he was a lifetime member. The conversation led me to tell him that my medical practice involved teaching patients how to manage their persistent pain. He said, given the choice, would a patient prefer to get rid of the pain or manage it? Why don’t you get rid of it? I explained that when the pain has been there for months or years, it may not go away. He answered, how do you know it’s not coming from muscles? I said, I had examined my patients, but he persisted. I was amazed to hear he had an 80% success rate in treating 300,000 patients with back pain at the YMCA.

  Hans Kraus, M.D. changed my life, and the lives of thousands of my patients, and perhaps your life as well. He taught me when no one else did: that muscles were the source of most back pain. His studies with his colleagues at Columbia University School of Medicine demonstrated that restoring strength and flexibility in the muscles that keep us upright, could reduce or eliminate back pain. Hans understood the complexities of back pain and the importance of evaluating and treating muscles whenever there was persistent pain. His approach relieved President JFK of back pain after his prior back physician, Janet Travell, had failed to help the President with repeated trigger point injections. Hans recognized that emotional tension and deconditioning (weakness and/or stiffness) were common causes of back pain that were rarely, if ever, addressed. With the aide of his like-minded colleagues, Dr. Walker in Psychiatry and Eugene Cohen, and Larry Sonkin in Endocrinology, along with his excellent physical therapy staff, he was able to eliminate back pain in patients who would have had unnecessary surgeries.

  Hans understood that MRIs and CT scans could demonstrate abnormalities that were not related to the patient’s pain. He told me to use imaging studies to confirm a diagnosis I suspected as opposed to finding a diagnosis. Since most MRIs of the lower spine in adults are read as having some abnormality, he taught me to be careful when discussing with patients the results of their studies—quoting one of his mentors, Dr. Eugene Bauer at the University of Vienna School of Medicine—who said “A word in the mouth of a physician is as dangerous as a scalpel in the hands of a surgeon.”

  Despite his success in treating many luminaries in organized medicine who came to him with complaints of low back pain, he was not able to get their support; Jonas Salk whose back pain was alleviated told Hans “what you do is not scientific” and therefore Salk would not endorse a research study that Hans had proposed.

  This resistance continues today. Despite the recognition that muscles, tendons, and ligaments are the source of approximately 70 percent of cases of low back pain, the guidelines for the evaluation and treatment of low back pain from the American College of Physicians and the American Pain Society do not recognize the importance of muscles. We continue to spend more money each year on back (and neck) pain—100 billion in 2005, and can’t understand why there are increasing numbers of patients who are disabled with their pain. The fight against low back pain cannot be won unless we acknowledge its major cause.

  Hans spent five years with me at Lenox Hill Hospital, teaching me and my colleagues how to evaluate and treat back pain so that muscle pain, the most common cause of back pain, would always be considered and treated first. I will always be grateful for his revolutionary understanding of common pain problems, which is chronicled in his book, Backache, Stress, and Tension, and remains an important resource for patients and physicians.

  Norman Marcus, MD

  Director, Norman Marcus Pain Institute

  Associate Professor of Anesthesiology and Psychiatry

  Director, Division of Muscle Pain Research

  NYU School of Medicine


  Foreword

  to the 2012 Edition

  IF YOU SUFFER FROM LOW BACK PAIN, THIS BOOK CAN BE your life saver. I know because I had back pain so crippling after a car accident that I thought I would spend the rest of my life in a wheelchair. But I became a new man after Dr. Hans Kraus started me on the therapeutic exercise program shown on pages 85–165.

  How could that have happened? The answer is simple. Hans and his associates at Columbia-Presbyterian Medical Center in New York City had, as he recounts in this book, found that slightly more than 80 percent of the cases of low back pain suffered by some 3,000 people came from tense and/or weak muscles, not the spine, and that therapeutic exercises could correct the problem.

  As Dr. Frederick Seitz, the president of the National Academy of Sciences, stated when this book was first published in 1965, “Every individual who has suffered backache should become familiar with the principles and corrective measures to which Dr. Kraus has devoted so much of his career.”

  As a senior writer for Sports Illustrated, I was well aware of Hans’s outstanding reputation. Originally trained as an orthopedic surgeon, he became a world pioneer in the field of physical medicine and rehabilitation, and he was, in the words of the New York Times, “the originator of sports medicine in the U.S.” Thanks to Hans, in 1955 President Dwight Eisenhower started the President’s Council on Physical Fitness and Sports. His next visit to the White House came in October of 1961, to examine President John F. Kennedy’s debilitating back pain. Before winning the presidency in 1960, Kennedy underwent three failed back operations, two so disastrous that he received the last rites of the Catholic Church when it was feared that he might die.

  Hans found Kennedy “so weak that he couldn’t do a single sit-up and . . . so tight that his leg muscles felt ‘as taut as piano wire,’” according to Susan E. B. Schwartz’s book, JFK’s Secret Back Doctor: The Remarkable Life of Medical Pioneer and Legendary Rock Climber Hans Kraus. Asked to touch his toes, Kennedy could not even reach his knees. Hans prescribed an exercise program, and said that he would need to come to the White House at least three times a week to check on progress. Kennedy was hesitant: “I don’t know,” he said. “What if the reporters start writing again about my health problems?” Always to the point, Hans shot back, “It’s your decision. But when you get worse, what will they write then?”

  By the summer of 1963 JFK was greatly improved. Admiral George Burkley, the official White House physician, watched the president perform exercises that would “credit a gymnast,” and for the first time he could romp and play with daughter Caroline and son John. In November he was assassinated.

  In 1965 Hans asked me to assist him in editing The Cause, Prevention and Treatment of Backache, Stress and Tension, and I readily agreed, grateful for what he had done for me. The book offered the opportunity to spread the word to others who needlessly suffered from back pain that can bring life to a despairing stop.

  Today, given that back pain remains a mystery to many doctors and that the number of afflicted has ballooned to mega-epidemic proportions, Skyhorse Publishing has performed a public service in bringing this self-help medical classic back into print.

  Publication comes at a truly critical time. Low back pain now strikes eight out of ten Americans sometime in life. In the main, there are, as Hans prophetically noted, two causes: Physical inactivity brought about by the ceaseless proliferation of labor-saving devices and appliances causes millions upon millions to lead a largely sedentary existence, while they are simultaneously bombarded by the stresses and tensions inherent in a frenetic twenty-first-century society. As a result, people sit and seethe and muscles tense and stiffen, unrelieved by the daily physical exercise that came naturally to previous generations. As Hans put it, back pain is one of the diseases born of modern civilization.

  While it is impossible to put a price on pain, medical treatment of back pain now approaches $80 billion a year—repeat $80 billion a year—attributable in good part to unsuccessful surgeries that often leave patients worse off and in utter despair when therapeutic exercise could have done the job. “Once someone has had a back operation, even once, you never know,” Hans told biographer Schwartz. “Backs don’t like to be operated on.”

  Born in 1905 in Trieste, a then major port on the Adriatic Sea for the Austro Hungarian Empire, Hans was the first of three children born to Ella and Rudi Kraus. A prosperous shipper, Rudi hired a young Irish expatriate named James Joyce to teach him and his wife English. In 1915 when Italy entered the First World War against Austria-Hungary, the military ordered Trieste evacuated, and the Kraus and Joyce families moved to Zurich in neutral Switzerland. There young Hans would go to the Joyces’ apartment for English lessons. “My parents and I knew that Joyce was a writer,” Hans told The New Yorker. “He was not then the James Joyce that the world knows now, but I was greatly impressed by him. He was a very friendly and very charming man who treated me like a grownup, and not like a child, and he taught me not only English but Italian.” (Years later when a friend exclaimed to Hans in mounting excitement, “Just think, Hans, James Joyce, James Joyce, was your parents’ English teacher in Trieste, and then he taught you in Zurich! James Joyce was your English teacher! He discussed ideas in Ulysses with you while he was writing it! James Joyce, your very own English teacher!” Hans replied, “Ja, he dint do a goot chob, dit he?”)

  Rudi saw to it that his children led a vigorous outdoor life, and for Hans, starting at age four, mountaineering became a lifelong enthusiasm after he clambered up his first hill and, at age eleven, ascended the 9,500-foot-high Vrenelisarti in Switzerland. He continued climbing into his seventies and won an international reputation with first ascents in the Alps, the Tetons and the Wind River Range in Wyoming, the Cascades in Washington, and the Bugaboos in British Columbia. Invited to join the first two American expeditions to Mount Everest, prior commitments—one to treat President Kennedy—forced him to decline. He was also celebrated for his proficiency at rock climbing, and he pioneered a number of routes on the challenging cliffs of the Shawangunks (“the Gunks”) near his weekend home in the Hudson Valley with his friend Fritz Weissner who, in 1939, without oxygen, came within 750 feet of the top of K2.

  After the First World War, the Kraus family moved to Vienna where Hans attended a commercial gymnasium—a business high school—instead of a college-bound, liberal arts-science gymnasium because his father wanted him to join the shipping company. But that career path changed dramatically, William Oscar Johnson reported in an SI profile, after sixteen-year-old Hans and a teenage friend were climbing the Pluider Kogel in the Austrian Alps.

  “We were putting up a first ascent on the face,” Hans said, “and before the first ridge my friend fell. We had no pitons, we had no equipment. It was an unpardonable thing. I tried to hold the rope to keep him from falling. I gripped the rope as tight as I could, but, of course, I could not stop him. The rope ripped and burned through my hands as he fell. My palms and fingers were denuded of their skin. They were stripped to the fascia. In some places the tendons showed.”

  Scrambling 2,000 feet down, Hans found his friend’s battered body and went for help with his rope-burned hands “in terrible shape, bleeding heavily and growing stiffer. The local doctor said I should be very happy to be alive, that I was incredibly lucky, but he also said that I would never be able to move my fingers again. He predicted that I would be equipped with stiffened claws because of what the rope had done to my hands. He bound them in bandages and said that was all that could be done.”

  At home Hans learned his first lesson in the value of exercise as he soaked his hands in hot water twice a day: “As I soaked them, I moved the fingers. Slowly at first, painfully they moved. But they did move. I kept it up. By some instinct, the idea of movement instead of immobilization worked for me. My hands were never quite perfect again, but I could move my fingers very well.” He resumed climbing and skiing, and he fenced, boxed, and did gymnastics.

  After graduating from the commercial gymnasium, Hans decided to become a doctor, despite his father’s objections. He worked during the day and for ten months went to night school to make up for the liberal arts and science courses he had missed. He then took the eighteen entrance examinations, not for admission to college, but for direct admission to the University of Vienna Medical School. He scored As in all eighteen, and his father gave in.

  While an intern in surgery, Hans learned more about using exercise as a healing agent for muscle injury, and that ethyl chloride spray could speed healing by allowing immediate movement. The Journal of the American Medical Association published an account of his techniques, and surgeons at Columbia-Presbyterian Medical Center had him demonstrate them.

  In 1938, after Nazi Germany seized Austria, the Kraus family settled in the New York area and Hans served on the staff of Columbia-Presbyterian. Later he became affiliated with Bellevue and Metropolitan hospitals in the city and served as an associate professor of physical medicine and rehabilitation at the New York University College of Medicine. In private practice, his skiing connections soon brought him patients. His wife, the former Madi Springer-Miller, was on the 1958 United States ski team, and in 1974 he was elected to the Ski Hall of Fame for his medical contributions to the sport. One of his many grateful patients was skier Billy Kidd, who appeared on the cover of Life when he became the first American to win a gold medal in the FIS World Championships. “Thanks for putting me here,” Kidd wrote on a copy of the Life cover he inscribed to Hans.

  In 1974, at the urging of YMCA physical educator Alexander Melleby, an initially reluctant Hans agreed to help establish the Y’s Way to a Healthy Back program based on his exercises. By the time the program ended a decade later, following Melleby’s retirement, more than 300,000 people in the United States, Canada, Australia, and Japan, had participated, and the largest follow-up study ever done anywhere on sufferers of back pain found that 80.7 percent of 11,809 people experienced improvement after just six weeks.

  As one who has benefited doing Hans’s exercises for almost fifty years, I can tell you that while they are simple to do, the results are profound. However, as Hans always advised readers, consult with your physician to make sure that you do not have a condition that could make the exercises inappropriate for you.

  —Robert H. Boyle
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  chapter 1

  Test Yourself

  PROGRESS BRINGS BENEFITS. IT ALSO BRINGS PERILS. MAN has been on earth for more than 100,000 years, and yet in the last hundred years, a brief flash in the infinity of time, he has changed his environment in revolutionary fashion. He has moved from a life of hard physical activity to a life of inertia in which machines do the work. He has moved from the quiet of the countryside to the city with its ceaseless irritations.

  Nowhere is this more true than in the United States. On the face of it we have benefited greatly by progress. We are the most prosperous nation in the world. We have a superabundance of automobiles, appliances, and other labor-saving devices. In medicine we have conquered tuberculosis, polio, diphtheria, and a host of other diseases. Yet at the same time progress also has brought perils of its own. We have so altered the physical balance of our lives that we are now beset by a new wave of degenerative diseases. We have become so physically inactive that underexercise, often in conjunction with over-irritation, has become the most serious threat to the health of Americans. Approximately one out of every two Americans is underexercised, and you may be among them. If you are, you should be seriously concerned about your health. Underexercise is a major factor in causing back pain and tension syndrome (stiff neck and headache), and even emotional instability, duodenal ulcers, diabetes, and heart disease.

  These degenerative afflictions are known as the hypokinetic diseases, the sicknesses caused by insufficient exercise. These are the diseases of an advanced civilization, and only in the last ten or fifteen years have we started to cope with them. Fortunately there is a way for you, or the members of your family, to find out if you are underexercised and a potential target for disease. You can test yourself by taking the six simple tests shown below. These are known as the Kraus–Weber tests, and they are for everyone, regardless of age, height, or weight. Designed to test the key muscle groups in your body, they reveal whether or not you have the necessary strength to handle your own body weight and the flexibility to match your height.

  [image: image]

  Before you test yourself, make yourself comfortable. Take off your shoes. Try to put yourself in a relaxed frame of mind. Do not rush. Do not push. Do not strain. Simply take the tests as directed. If you have back trouble or any other health problems, check with your physician before taking these tests.

  Test 1

  Lie flat on your back on the floor with your hands clasped behind your neck and with your legs straight and touching. Now keep your knees straight and lift your feet so that your heels are ten inches above the floor, as shown in the image. You pass this test if you can hold that position for ten seconds. This test shows if your hip flexors have sufficient strength.
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  Test 2

  Lie flat on the floor again with your hands clasped behind your neck. Have someone hold down your legs by grasping the ankles as shown. If you live alone, hook your ankles under a heavy chair that won’t topple. All right, now pass the test by rolling up into a sitting position. You pass if you can do one sit-up. This test reveals whether or not your hip flexors and stomach muscles combined are strong enough to handle your body weight.
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  Test 3

  Once again, lie flat on the floor with your hands behind your neck, only this time have your knees flexed, heels close to buttocks. Make sure your ankles are held down. Now roll up into a sitting position again. This tests the strength of your stomach muscles.
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  Test 4

  Turn over onto your stomach. Put a pillow under your abdomen, clasp your hands behind your neck, and lie flat on the floor. Have your helper hold the lower half of your body steady by placing one hand in the small of the back and the other on your ankles. Now lift your trunk and hold it steady for ten seconds. This test reveals whether or not your back muscles are strong.
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  Test 5

  Stay on your stomach, fold your arms under your head, and make sure that the pillow is still under your abdomen. Have your helper hold your back steady with both hands. Now lift your legs up, be sure to keep your knees straight, and hold the position for ten seconds. This tests the strength of your low back muscles.

  [image: image]

  [image: image]

  Test 6

  This is the last test. Stand up straight and make sure your feet are together. Now relax, lean over, and touch the floor with your fingertips without bending your knees. If you can pass this test, you have sufficient flexibility in your back muscles and hamstrings, the muscles in the back of your thighs. If you fail, it is because these muscles have become shortened and tense, not because your arms are too short or your legs too long.
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  These K-W tests are among the most important you can take to check your health. If you passed all six, you are meeting the minimum levels of muscular fitness. That is, you have sufficient strength and flexibility for your weight and height. But if you failed even one of the six tests you are underexercised or overtensed and you need help. In fact, if you had difficulty passing any one of these tests, you should consider yourself below par. This may seem severe or unfair, but you would not be considered healthy if you had perfect vision and hearing, a good pulse rate, but an abnormal red-cell blood count.

  This book is directed not only to anyone who is underexercised but also toward anyone already suffering from back pain, stiff neck, or tension. Back pain and underexercise are intimately related. Clinical studies show that more than 80 percent of all back-pain cases are caused by underexercise. Clinical evidence also shows that if you failed one or more of the above tests, and do not yet have back pain, the odds are excellent that you will suffer from back pain in the future. And back pain is often merely the first of the hypokinetic diseases to strike the underexercised.
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  Back pain, or tension syndrome, is no joy. The pain can strike almost anywhere from the neck to the waist. It can be the pulsing throb of a tension headache so excruciating it is torture to try to focus your eyes; tense neck muscles can cause this. Tense neck and shoulder muscles can also cause a horrible stiff neck that makes it agony to turn from side to side. Some people, often those with desk jobs, suffer stabbing pain between the shoulder blades. But the worst of all is low back pain. A bad case of low back pain makes you think that you’re crippled for life. If your muscles are weak and tense, low back pain can strike at any time. Suddenly all the tension that has been building up in your system seems to focus across the lower back, just above the buttocks. In an instant, as you go to turn or twist, or to stoop or straighten up, muscles go into a wracking spasm. You cannot move. You are locked into position. You wonder what hit you. You wonder if you dare straighten up. You try to, and you immediately feel as though someone has stuck a knife in your spine. You try to get to a chair, and the pain increases even more. Finally you manage to lie down. When the pain is really piercing, you cannot get up. You can’t move your legs. Even a slight shift in bed triggers the pain. For a day or two the pain persists. Then slowly it ebbs. At last you manage to hobble out of bed. Then the pain seems to go away, and you gingerly test your back. A week, a month, maybe two months later, the pain attacks again. This time it’s worse. You wonder what’s wrong. Nothing seems to help.
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