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The Other  Pandemic
Your  story on •Obesity: The Other  
Global Pandemic• (June) suggests 
we are environmentally inducing 
the equivalent of Prader-Willi 
syndrome (PWS) which results in 
excessive eat ing that gradually 
develops into morbid obesity. It •s 
t ime we star ted taking the 
problem-solving approach in the 
story. Thank you for  not fat-
shaming us chubbies.� JULIE ELLENDER

The Power Of Film
� ank you, Reader•s Digest for the 
article about Steven Spielberg by 
Jonathan Dean (•A Life In Cinema•, 
August/September). 

As a chi ld I loved dinosaurs 
and reading about fossi ls so when 
Jurassic Park came out, I was � rst 
in the queue at the cinema. When 
they got out of the car and walked 
across to those dinosaurs it was l ike 
I was walking with them. As old as 

Let us know if you are moved … or provoked�… by any item in the magazine, 
share your thoughts. See page 8 for how to join the discussion.

I was, I could sti l l feel the magic 
of dinosaurs as I had when I was a 
chi ld.

� ank you, Mr Spielberg, for al l 
your wonderful � lms.

MELANIE BURGESS

Tiredness Takes Its Toll
� ank you for the article on 
tiredness, •Tired Of Feeling Tired?• 
(July). In these hard times it is 
sensible to be aware of our energy 

Reader•s Comments And Opinions

LETTERS

�
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MUSIC IS ONE OF LIFE•S 
truly sweet pleasures. � e 
great neurologist Oliver Sacks 
described music as •a remedy, a 
tonic, orange juice for the earŽ. 
It has the power to l i ft us out 
of depression, move us to tears 
or just take us out of ourselves 
for a whi le. In •When Music Is 
Medicine• (page 24), we meet 
people for whom music is not 
just a luxury … it•s a necessity. 
From managing movement 
disorders to making peace 
with complex emotions, it•s 
an irreplaceable aid in their 
everyday l ives. 

And don•t miss •Small 
Business, Big Heart• (page 82), 
an insider•s perspective about 
the nurturing role played by 
fami ly-run shops. Our Bonus 
Read this month is particularly 
special. In •Vision Quest• 
(page�96), we share the inspiring 
story of the Pel letier fami ly who 
travel led the world to show their 
chi ldren places they•d remember 
after they lose their eyesight. 
� ese stories and more.

Improving Lives

LOUISE WATERSON 
Editor-in-Chief

EDITOR•S NOTE LUXURY JEWELLERY
PRIZES TO WIN!

FOR DETAILS AND TERMS & CONDITIONS GO TO  
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levels. I worked as a pharmacist 
and have had schizophrenia 
diagnosis since 1986, so have seen 
many people in need of rest and felt 
in myself weariness and exhaustion. 
One year my GP referred me 
for blood tests in case there was 
something physically wrong, but it 
was my mind that was tired.

� e author Susannah Hickling 
listed nine causes, but one could 
add the negative e� ects of long-
term mental i l lness, too. I felt really 
beaten down and rotten. Besides 
engaging with doctors and taking 
medication, I found meditation and 
reading very uplifting. I have also 
managed to place essays on mental 
health blogging platforms.

Being tired is serious and I 
encourage people to look after their 
mental health. ANDREW LOW

WIN A PILOT CAPLESS 
FOUNTAIN PEN
The best letter each month 
will win a Pilot Capless 
Fountain Pen, valued at over 
$200. The Capless is the 
perfect combination of luxury 
and�ingenious technology, 
featuring a one-of-a-kind 
retractable fountain pen nib, 
durable metal body, rhodium 
accents and a 14K gold nib. 
Congratulations to this month•s 
winner, Julie Ellender.

Come up with the funniest capt ion 
for the above photo and you could win 

$100. To enter, email 
asiaeditor@readersdigest.com.au 

or see details on page 8.

CAPTION CONTEST

Congratulat ions to this month•s 
winner, Troy Simpson.

Just funnelling my thoughts.
ROBIN HOLMES 

Having a •pipe dream• takes on a 
whole new meaning!

HATICE KUCUKALI

I just needed to vent!
TROY SIMPSON

Public think tank.
SHARON LA PIRA

Sucked in!
MARIANNE MCVEIGH

TUNNEL VISION
We asked you to think up a funny 

capt ion for this photo.

WIN!

�
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The Language Of 
Gardening

M
y childhood was 
mostly si lent. It was 
full of love, laughter, 
anger and sadness 
like any family, but 

these things passed quietly.
There was not the constant noise 

BY Maree Ackehurst

of people talking over each other as 
they lived and worked together. The 
knowledge instilled in me was passed 
down by watching my mother as she 
moved through her silent world. 

In the garden I loved to watch 
her hands as she deftly split roots, IL
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My Story

pinched out soil, tucked in seedlings. 
She would lug rocks as she pruned, 
trimmed, watered, weeded and dug 
her garden. This work made her 
hands rough with cuts and scrapes, 
but when I held them, they were 
steadfast and filled with wisdom. 

Her hands were never sti l l, they 
were always teaching 
me things by showing 
me how. Sometimes, 
those same hands 
spoke to me literally. 
Basic sign language 
started in the family 
quite suddenly one 
day and then stopped 
just as quickly 
because my mother 
insisted lip-reading was quicker. 
Indeed, it was lip-reading that fi l led 
my early chi ldhood with si lent 
conversations, and it was our main 
form of communication with her. 

From the vegie patch, half 
obscured by giant rhubarb or 
spinach leaves, my mother would 
mouth words such as, •Could you 
turn on the tap pleaseŽ or •Can you 
see the lizard?Ž I would do the same 
to her, waving from my cubbyhouse 
to get her attention and if that did 
not work, throwing a stone into the 

bushes near where she was working 
so she would look up. Now and then 
my throw was misjudged and I•d see 
the stone bounce off her straw hat. 

Many times she would look at me 
intently and, without speaking, tell 
me •watch thisŽ or •this is howŽ, 
or •never touch this plantŽ. We 

often went for hours 
l ike this, barely a 
word spoken and 
yet we were talking 
in various ways the 
whole time.

My mother•s 
knowledge, deeply 
buried within me, 
surfaced when 
my husband and 

I bought our first home, which 
came with a wild garden. I found 
myself digging with a stick, which 
proved useless, and after investing 
in a small spade I dug over the soil, 
through it, under it. The dirt felt l ike 
home. Sinking my hands into it, the 
cold seeping through my gloves, I 
sensed this was li fe, it was yielding, 
peaceful, final … and always si lent. 

Bails of pea straw, bags of 
compost, all manner of tools, gum 
boots and a paint speckled watering 
can took up residence in the corner 
of our porch. My husband bought 
me a large shovel, so I dug up rocks 
and replaced them with treasures 
brought to me by my mother. 

Walking around the 
neighbourhood, I found myself 

Language has always fascinated Maree 
Ackehurst. A librarian, she is currently 
working on a PhD in applied linguistics. 
Maree lives with her husband and two sons 
and her favourite pastime is gardening. 

IT WAS  
LIP-READING THAT 
FILLED MY EARLY 
CHILDHOOD WITH 

SILENT 
CONVERSATIONS
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taking cuttings from anything that 
was growing over a front fence, 
knowing which to put in water and 
which to scratch on the stem and 
place straight into the soi l. 

I knew when to water the garden, 
and more importantly, when not to. 

Watching the sun 
as it moved through 
the day, looking at the 
shadows, where it was 
hot and dry, which 
parts never saw l ight 
… somehow, I knew 
where to plant things. 
In areas where the 
soi l was dead, mulch, 
worms and compost 
were added, and  
a l iving patch grew 
instead. 

Fi l l ing my garden 
to the brim, I fol lowed the mantra 
that ran through my mind, my 
mother•s gardening mantra … 
choose the plants you love, not the 
ones you should. 

There are no rules, which gave 
me total freedom on my patch. Yet, 
undeniably, there is a thread of 
logic that meanders through it al l, 
a language that fi lters through the 
soi l and rises from the plants. 

AS I  BEGAN TO UNDERSTAND 
THIS, I also began to see why my 
mother spent so much time in her 
garden. For her it was the one place 
under her control. 

Her deafness had come during an 
era of l itt le tolerance for diversity, 
and much stigma about disabi l ity. 
The world outside her garden was 
demanding, unforgiving, inf lexible 
and fi l led with rules that she 
struggled to fol low … and there was 

no logic to the way in 
which people reacted 
to her. 

The language of 
l i fe in her garden 
was rich with logic 
and acceptance. A 
language that soon 
became as rich and 
steady for me as it had 
for her. It whispers 
in my ear as I plan 
my plantings, buzzes 
around as I water, 
nudges me as I drag 

and dig and weed. 
Each day as this language grows 

stronger and the knowledge pours 
out of me, I find myself connecting 
more frequently to the times as a 
chi ld I spent with my mother in her 
garden and the world of knowledge 
she passed on. 

I now have gardening hands, 
with cuts and scrapes, and cherish 
their roughness. With any luck my 
kids wi l l have them one day, too.   

Do you have a tale to tell? We•ll pay 
cash for any original and unpublished 
story we print . See page 8 for details 
on how to contribute.

THERE IS A 
THREAD OF LOGIC 
THAT MEANDERS 
THROUGH IT ALL,  
A LANGUAGE THAT 
FILTERS THROUGH 

THE SOIL AND 
RISES FROM THE 

PLANTS
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You could earn cash by telling us  
about the ant ics of unique pets or 
wildlife. Turn to page 8 for details  
on how to contribute.

Sweet  Toot h
SAMANTHA KENT

I•d heard of a •salt l ick•, but never a 
•sugar l ick• … not unti l I checked into 
in a rainforest lodge in Queensland. 
A sign at reception advertised a 
•possum show/sugar l ick• that 
evening. I couldn•t imagine what 
this might be … would possums be 
walking the high wire? Dumping 
my bags in the cabin, I followed 
a path through the undergrowth. 
� e appointed spot was a platform 
decked out with chairs. Towering in 
front was a massive eucalyptus tree, 

brightly spot-l it, which someone 
was brushing with honey. 

Forty minutes passed without any 
sign of wildli fe. I craned my neck 
to look into the canopy above but 
all was sti l l. � en I caught a � icker 
on the side of the trunk … the tip of 
a furry tai l. � e � icker of fur sped 
around the front of the tree and 
into the light: a sugar glider with 
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Animal antics are rewarding to watch

SMART ANIMALS
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Smart  Animals

big dark eyes and two striking 
white stripes through its dark fur, 
was licking the honey. Shortly 
after, a dark shape spiralled 
down and landed almost on top 
of the glider: it was a brushtai l 
possum, long and lithe. � e 
glider scurried up the trunk and 
launched itself into the darkness. 
Another glider � ew into the circle 
of l ight, its skin � aps fully extended 
and claws outstretched, and landed 
on the trunk.  

From then on the action 
intensi� ed: there was a mass 
of bodies jumping, gliding and 
corkscrewing down the tree, 
landing at di� erent spots up and 
down the trunk, dashing in and 
out of the light and chasing each 
other•s tai ls, all vying for a spot 
near the honey. � e canopy was 
now a hive of activity, the trunk the 
central pi l lar of a carousel, only 
with possums and gliders circling it 
instead of horses. 

� is sugar l ick was the highlight 
of my trip. It beckoned exquisite 
animals, scampering and agile, that 
I•d previously only seen in books. 

The Readi ng Buddy
GERALD NABOURS

My Irish setter, Henry, was bred 
to be a show dog. But I recognised 
his calm, welcoming presence 
and docile nature right away 
and instead trained him to be a 
therapy dog. His job was to visit 

primary school classes and listen to 
students read to him. � ey loved it 
and so did he.

Henry gave rapt attention to the 
readers and never corrected them 
or smirked when they stuttered. 
When they � nished their book, 
students got to put a treat on 
Henry•s nose, which he•d � ip up 
and catch in his mouth.

One day, a special education 
student joined us in the library. 
Henry lay next to him on the � oor 
as the boy worked hard at reading 
his picture book, repeating the 
lines aloud as Henry looked over 
his shoulder.

When they � nished, the teacher 
whispered, •� at was amazing!Ž 
� inking she meant Henry•s 
demeanour, I replied, •Yes, he•s 
quite a dog.Ž

•No,Ž she said, •that was the � rst 
time this student has ever read 
aloud!Ž � is is just one of many times 
Henry created a tiny miracle.  
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Household 
Air  Pollut ion

It•s not just outdoor  
pollution that can be harmful

BY Anna-Kaisa Walker

Surprisingly, the air inside our 
homes may be more hazardous 
than the air outside. Here•s 

how to make sure your indoor space 
is healthy.

GAS STOVES
Natural gas…powered stoves are 
popular around the world. But 
experts have recently raised 
concerns: unlike electric and 
induction types, gas stoves give o�  
nitrogen dioxide (NO2) when ignited 
… and often at levels that exceed the 
safety limit set by the World Health 
Organization.

When the stoves are in use, 
the NO2 can cause coughing and 
wheezing. People with asthma and 
chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease may experience in� amed 

airways as well. To protect your 
family, turn on the extractor 
fan every time you cook; they•re 
designed to remove smoke, grease 
and pollutants that are released 
during cooking. But less than 20 per 
cent of people use them consistently, 
says Brady Seals, a manager with 
the US-based environmental think 
tank RMI. •Use the back burners, as 
they•re closer to the exhaust intake, 
and open a window … even for just 
� ve minutes.Ž

VOLATILE ORGANIC 
COMPOUNDS �VOCS

Household items such as paint, 
carpet and detergents sometimes 
contain volatile organic compounds 
(VOCs), including benzene and 
formaldehyde. While most VOCs 

HEALTH
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do not pose a signi� cant health 
risk, a 2005 study published in the 
Journal of Occupational Health found 
prolonged, concentrated exposure 
in workplaces, such as industrial 
factories or nail salons, to be 
associated with cancer, liver damage 
and neurological problems.

To reduce your exposure, choose 
paint and furnishings that are 
certi� ed as low or no VOC. When 
you•re using cleaning products, 
especially those with bleach, 
ventilation is key, says Trevor 
VandenBoer, an environmental 
chemistry researcher at York 
University in Toronto. •Use an 
exhaust fan, open a window and give 
the room time to air out … ideally an 
hour.Ž

Many VOCs stick to other particles, 
such as dust, skin � akes and lint, 
so VandenBoer recommends an 
activated carbon � lter air puri� er. 
Make sure it can capture particulates 
less than 2.5�microns in diameter 
(about one-30th the width of a 
human hair) because that size can 
be inhaled deep into your lungs. And 
vacuum often with a high-e� ciency 
particulate air (HEPA) � lter that traps 
small particles.

MOULD
Common household moulds 
include Aspergillus, Penicillium 
and Cladosporium. � ey•re mostly 
harmless, but when damp indoor 
conditions encourage growth, they 

can release dust-like spores. � is 
can trigger eye, nose and throat 
irritation, sneezing, coughing and 
asthma attacks. 

Patches of black or green specks 
can appear on walls or ti les, 
along with a musty odour. It can 
be cleaned with vinegar or dish 
detergent. For patches larger than 
a bath towel, call a mould-removal 
specialist. Mould hides in the walls, 
so it•s best to mitigate the growth. 

As a habit, turn on an exhaust 
fan in the bathroom and run a 
dehumidi� er to keep humidity 
levels below 50 per cent. Most have 
a hygrometer to measure humidity; 
home-humidity meters are also 
widely available.

RADON
An invisible, odourless gas that 
comes from the breakdown of 
uranium in soil, radon leaches 
in from cracks and joints in the 
foundations and can waft up several 
levels. Inhaling high levels of radon, 
especially over many years, can 
cause malignant cell growth in 
the lungs, making radon one of 
the leading causes of lung cancer 
worldwide.

Standards vary from country 
to country for what are deemed 
safe levels of radon, but it•s a good 
idea to � nd out what level is safe in 
your jurisdiction … and then check 
your home if radiation protection 
authorities recommend it.
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Certain foods are linked 
to a higher risk of type�2 
diabetes. Consistently 
eating foods that are high in 

fat and low in � bre, and carbohydrates 
with a high GI (glycaemic index), 
can raise your diabetes risk. But by 
making a few wise dietary choices 
you might be able to bring down or 
stabilise your blood sugar levels.

SWEET POTATO Cut down on white 
potatoes and opt for the sweet, 
orange-coloured variety. � ey have a 
much lower GI score and the � esh is 
also high in � bre.

PORRIDGE Oats are a low GI food 
… meaning they don•t cause sudden 
rises and dips in blood glucose … and 
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Go Low
BY Susannah Hickling 

contain healthy fats. Adding milk 
to your porridge increases the fat 
content, so opt for skimmed or soy. 

BLUEBERRIES Most fresh fruit have 
low GI scores, though levels creep 
up as they ripen. Especially good if 
you•re hoping to avoid type�2 diabetes 
are blueberries, grapes and apples. 
� ese were associated with a lower 
risk of developing the condition in a 
large 2013 US study, with blueberries 
coming out top of the table. Overall, 
a diet high in fruit and vegetables 
is a must if you•re committed to 
controlling blood sugar. 

GARLIC In a 2013 study of 60 people 
with type 2 diabetes and obesity, 
participants who took metformin, 
a drug prescribed to lower blood 
glucose, and garlic capsules had 
lower fasting and post-meal blood 
glucose levels than volunteers who 
took just metformin. Another 2017 
study from China found garlic 
supplements had a bene� cial e� ect 
on blood sugar and cholesterol 
levels. Eat it raw, cooked or take it in 
supplement form. 

YOGHURT But, hang on, yoghurt 
is a high-fat dairy product and to be 
avoided, right? Not necessarily. It•s 
high in saturated fat, but a large 2013 
US study indicates it can lower the risk 
of type 2 diabetes. Plain yoghurt has a 
low GI score. Choose the unsweetened 
variety or Greek yoghurt. 
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FERMENTED FOODS MAY 
REDUCE STRESS 
� e trillions of bacteria that live in 
your gut in� uence how your digestive 
system communicates with your brain 
… a fact that prompted scientists from 
University College Cork to investigate 
whether our eating habits could 
in� uence our mental health. 

In their recent study of people 
with poor dietary habits, half the 
participants received healthy eating 
advice and used the food pyramid 
as a guide. � e other half adopted a 
diet high in � bre, grains and legumes, 
and ate two to three daily servings of 
fermented foods such as sauerkraut or 
ke� r. After four weeks, the latter group 
felt less stressed and showed lower 
levels of chemicals that are produced 
by gut microbes and have been linked 
to mental health.

REVERSING SLEEP APNOEA 
Roughly one billion adults 
live with obstructive 
sleep apnoea. � is 
disorder contributes to 
problems like daytime 
fatigue, irritability and 
heart disease. � e go-to 
treatment, a continuous 
positive airway pressure 

(CPAP) machine, controls sleep 
apnoea by delivering pressurised 
air through a mask while the person 
sleeps. However, it doesn•t address 
the underlying causes … often 
lifestyle related. 

So, researchers at Loyola 
University Andalusia in Spain 
helped half of the recruited patients 
to eat and sleep better, exercise 
more, and smoke and drink less. 
Six months later, this group•s sleep 
apnoea improved more, on average, 
compared to the control group, and 
60 per cent of patients no longer 
needed a CPAP machine.

A BLOOD TEST FOR ALZHEIMER•S
When someone has cognitive issues, 
a doctor can order a PET scan or 
spinal tap to look for a build-up 
of a protein called beta-amyloid 
in the brain … one of the signs of 

Alzheimer•s disease. 
A study in Neurology 

con� rms that a newer 
method, measuring 
the amount of 
beta-amyloid in the 
blood, is faster, less 
expensive, radiation-

free … and only slightly 
less accurate.  
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This therapy is gaining credibility 
as it shows real results

BY Anicka Quin  ILLUSTRATION BY Petra Braun

WHEN
Music

IS
Medicine

BODY & MIND

T
here•s one pat ient that Sarah Rose 
Black sti l l thinks about. Back in 2019, 
the nursing team in the pal l iat ive 
care unit at Toronto•s Princess Mar-

garet Cancer Centre asked i f she could reach 
out to a patient who had been there for about 
a week. The man was st ruggl ing, and un-
wi l l ing to engage with staff or be part of any 
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She stopped playing. •Do you want 
me to continue?Ž she asked.

•Absolutely,Ž he said through tears. 
•It was as i f the music went plac-

es that nothing else could,Ž recal ls 
Black. •He shared with me after-
wards that he•d been holding in so 
much and had been unable to talk 
about anyth i ng … but t he music 
showed up at a moment when it felt 
l ike a hug.Ž

Anyone who has felt that spark of 
joy when a favourite song comes on 
the radio at just the right moment … or 
wept along with a singer who is ex-

pressing heartache … will understand 
the emotional resonance of music. 
But now, a growing body of scientific 
evidence is actual ly demonstrating 
that music can be medicine, too.

In a review of 400 research papers 
looking into the neurochemistry of 
music, Daniel Levitin, a psychologist 
and neuroscientist at McGill Univer-
sity, found that playing and l isten-
ing to music had clear mental and 
physical health benefits, including 
improving our immune systems and 
reducing stress levels.

One 2007 study from a team of 
Spanish researchers found that lis-
tening to music before surgery had 

activit ies. •They told me, •He•s short 
and grumpy with us, and we wonder 
if you might have an in.•Ž

Black isn•t a doctor or a nurse. 
Since 2013 she has played an im-
portant role for patients as Princess 
Margaret•s on-staff music therapist. 
On any given day, she might see one 
person who•s anxious about an up-
coming procedure, another who•s 
undergoing chemo and in need of a 
soothing moment. Or, l ike the man 
in the palliative care unit, it might be 
someone who doesn•t yet know they 
need her.

So, on a wintry Wednesday after-
noon, Black approached the patient•s 
room and introduced herself.

She asked if she could sit, and of-
fered to play some music. In an ef-
fort to convince him, she said, •If you 
don•t like it, you can just tell me to 
leave.Ž

After  some gent le urging, the 
70-something man, who had lung can-
cer, told her a few composers he liked 
and then turned away to look out the 
window. But as she started to play one 
of his favourites, Bach, on her portable 
keyboard, a change came over him. 
He unfolded his arms, turned towards 
Black and started to cry.

REA DER•S D I GEST

A music-therapy session can be as  
unique as an INDIVIDUAL PATIENT•S  

NEEDS on a given day
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the same effect in reducing pre-oper-
ative anxiety as taking diazepam … an 
important finding, as anxiety before a 
major surgery can affect post-opera-
tive pain and recovery time. Another 
Spanish study, conducted in 2018 in 
the palliative care unit of Barcelona•s 
Hospital del Mar, found that patients 
part icipating in a music-therapy 
programme experienced significant 
decreases in tiredness, anxiety and 
breathing difficulties, as well as an in-
crease in feelings of wellbeing.

Even major healthcare institutions 
are embracing music therapy on a 
wide scale. In 2019, 
the Nat ional Inst i-
tutes of Health in 
the US int roduced 
funding to support 
research projects in 
music therapy and 
neuroscience.

A music-therapy 
session can be as 
unique as an individ-
ual patient•s needs on a 
given day. With Black, who also sings, 
that inevitably involves the trolley of 
instruments she travels with (• I•m 
pret ty much a one-woman band,Ž 
she jokes). Aside from the keyboard, 
to create rhythms and texture, she 
has other instruments such as a gui-
tar, tambourine and more. She also 
brings recording equipment and an 
iPad to supply song lyrics.

I f a patient loves classical music, 
she•l l play it. Maybe it•s folk or jazz. 

She did a Bob Marley tune for a man•s 
assisted-dying process. •One woman 
spoke no English, but she taught me 
a Farsi folk song, and we had this 
wonderful exchange,Ž says Black. 
•She•d sing a line, I•d sing it back, and 
we were singing this beauti ful song  
together.Ž

She•s gentle in her approach with 
pat ients. • I make it very clear that 
pre-exist ing musical experience or 
training isn•t required to participate,Ž 
she says. •If I were to ask, •What kind 
of music do you like?• that might be a 
difficult question to answer. Instead I 

ask what they want to feel, 
which is an easier ques-
tion to answer.Ž

I f t he goal  i s pai n 
m an agement , Bl ack 

might match the pace of 
her playing with the pa-

t ient•s breathing, and 
then gradually slow the 
music. Th i s process, 

called •entrainment•, can 
help slow the breath, too, 

and has a calming effect.
Or a session might be about help-

ing a pat ient process the emotions 
stemming from what they are going 
through. It may even be about con-
necting with loved ones who are in 
the room with them. 

•Sometimes the patient says, •I•m 
having such a profound experience. 
I have no words,•Ž she says. •We know 
from so many wonderful brain stud-
ies that music can trigger memories IL
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and touch parts of the brain that oth-
er mediums cannot.Ž

ONCE A WEEK, Carol Cameron hops 
on Zoom from her home in Madi-
son, Wisconsin. She•l l be joined by 
a dozen or so other par t icipants, 
al l fol lowing along as music ther-
apist Jason Armstrong Baker leads 
them through drumming exercises 
… sometimes clapping their hands in 
a distinct rhythm he•s laid 
out for t hem, some-
times tapping on their 
own bodies.

Like everyone tak-
ing par t in the ses-
sion, Cameron, 71, 
has Parkinson•s dis-
ease, and this drum-
ming ci rcle … known 
as Rx 4 Rhythm … is 
desi gn ed  t o h el p 
strengthen her coordi-
nat ion. •My tremor is on 
my left side, so learning things with 
my left hand is difficult,Ž she says. 
•But it•s really good to get this regular 
rhythm going … it gives you a feeling of 
overcoming a problem.Ž

Rx 4 Rhythm is just one of the pro-
grammes offered at the Johns Hop-
kins Centre for Music and Medicine 
in Balt imore. The research inst itu-
tion is the brainchild of Dr Alexander 
Pantelyat, a violin player and former 
member of the Penn Symphony Or-
chestra in Phi ladelphia. Today, he 
is a neurologist who special ises in 

movement disorders l i ke Parkin-
son•s and Huntington•s. The centre 
provides music therapy and more, 
Dr Pantelyat explains. They•re taking 
music into the •precision medicine• 
realm.

Applying that kind of t reatment 
to movement disorders is relatively 
new; previously, it was mainly the 
domain of cancer therapies. •There•s 
a revolution in oncology and cancer 

research … more peo-
ple are being cured, 
and much of it can be 
attr ibuted to a very 
targeted precision 
treatment that real-
ly is individual ised 
for t he pat ients,Ž 
he explains. •Just 
l istening to music 

act ivates many re-
gions of the brain si-

multaneously.Ž
He adds that there is an 

understanding in the field of music 
medicine that there can be tai lored 
intervent ions using music that a 
person actual ly l ikes, that speaks to 
them cultural ly, personally or auto-
biographically.

One study from the Centre for Mu-
sic and Medicine fol lowed a choi r 
composed of Parkinson•s pat ients 
(cal led the •Parkinsonics•) to learn 
how singing might impact the speak-
ing voice of those patients. After 12 
weeks, the singers• speaking volumes 
… which often fade as Parkinson•s IL
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progresses … grew demonst rably 
stronger. The Rx 4 Rhythm drum-
ming ci rcle, meanwhi le, came out 
of a 2015 study that showed that 
Parkinson•s patients had improved 
their ability to walk after six weeks of 
drumming practice.

The centre•s blueprint is to contin-
ue to fund these musical ly-oriented 
groups, even after the studies have 
wrapped up. •Patients in the Parkin-
sonics told us that they didn•t want 
to stop singing when the study was 
over,Ž says Dr Pantelyat. The cen-
tre now funds a professional choi r 

instructor, a music therapist and a 
social worker to help the choir mem-
bers car r y on with thei r classes, 
which rolled onto Zoom calls during 
the pandemic.

And whi le sessions at the centre 
do have therapeutic goals … working 
on coordinat ion, say, or breathing 
techniques for anxiety management 
… there•s a community-bui lding ele-
ment to the groups, too. Kerry Dev-
l in is the centre•s senior music ther-
apist and runs an onl ine suppor t 
group for people with a broad range 
of neurological  d i sorders, along 
with thei r care partners … those in 
pat ients• l ives, usual ly loved ones, 

who are support ing them through 
their i l lness.

•There can be folks experiencing 
intensive symptoms, l ike a decl ine 
in their abil ity to verbally communi-
cate,Ž says Devlin. Music, she notes, 
can somet imes help such pat ients 
find ways to respond again. •I•ve had 
the honour of making music with 
people, and al l of a sudden they•re 
coming up with new words. It turns 
into this beauti ful improvisat ional 
moment … and a care partner is say-
ing, •I•ve never seen this happen.•Ž

It•s a powerful thing, she says, to 

witness someone f ind themselves 
again for a moment, and when a song 
is the vehicle for that shift.

Much of what Devl in does is de-
signed to help patients feel l ike more 
than just cogs in the medical system. 
•Of course they want to come and 
receive medications and treatments, 
but they•re also a person,Ž she says. 
•It•s important when we•re thinking 
about holistic care to provide oppor-
tunit ies for patients to actual ly pro-
cess the impact that a diagnosis is 
having on their l ives.Ž

Music can have a profound effect 
on helping sick chi ldren, too. Ruth 
Hunston is a music therapist in the 

Studies show that MUSIC CAN TRIGGER 
MEMORIES and TOUCH PARTS OF THE 

BRAIN that other  mediums cannot
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•play department• at the Great Or-
mond Street Hospital in London.

As the UK•s oldest chi ldren•s hos-
pital, it sees over 69,000 pat ients a 
year.

•When chi ldren are in the hospi-
tal, their worlds get much smal ler,Ž 
says Hunston, who explains that 
her programme, introduced in 2019, 
helps give young patients back some 
sense of cont rol . •They•re having 
so many things done to them and 
around them, but this al lows them 
to create something themselves.Ž

Extended t ime in paediatr ic care 

can also affect a chi ld•s develop-
ment, says Hunston. In l ight of that, 
much of her programme is designed 
to help them progress. •I•ve had lots 
of infants who have sat up for the 
f i rst t ime at the drums, because 
they•re just so mot ivated to play,Ž 
she says. •Or t hey star t maki ng 
sounds because I•m singing to them, 
and they want more.Ž

The parents also become part of 
the therapeutic process. •It•s not easy 
being in a hospital, and it•s not easy 
to leave your child there,Ž she says.

•What•s real ly lovely is when you 
go in and you start to make music, 
and the chi ldren invite their parents 

to join. There•s this beaut i ful i n-
teract ion between everyone, and 
sometimes I get to step back and just 
watch them play … to real ly laugh 
and have fun.Ž

AT THE DR BOB KEMP HOSPICE in 
Hamilton, Ontario, music therapy has 
become an integral part of patient care 
in residential end-of-life settings. •The 
palliative journey isn•t really about 
someone dying,Ž says Doug Mattina, 
director of the hospice•s paediatric 
unit. •It•s about bringing the most joy. 
It•s providing the wrap-around care 

not only for the individual but for 
those impacted by it.Ž

Matt ina himself experienced the 
music-therapy programme when 
his father spent his last days at the 
hospice. •I remember when the mu-
sic therapist said to him, •Bi l l, what 
kind of mood are we in today?• And 
he said, •Today is t ime to dance,•Ž 
says Mattina.

He was so moved by the whole ex-
perience that he left a career in the 
foreign service to work ful l-t ime for 
the hospice. •Even though my father 
was feel ing l ike crap, and we knew 
that we had days or hours left, me, 
my sister, my brother and my mum 

•There•s this BEAUTIFUL INTERACTION 
BETWEEN EVERYONE, and sometimes I 

get to step back and just watch them playŽ
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would dance around his bed. His fa-
vourite song for this was •Rasputin•, 
and he would request high kicks 
from us as he clapped along. Some-
times he•d fal l asleep as we danced.Ž

Sar a Kl i nck d i rect s t he mu-
sic-therapy programme at the hos-
pice, where, at a pat ient•s bedside, 
she might improvise a cal l-and-re-
sponse song to help them open up 
about how they•re feel ing that day, 
or help a resident write a song as a 
legacy for their family.

•We might also revisit songs that 
have personal signi ficance for resi-
dents and families, as a way to com-
municate emotion to one another,Ž 
she says. • It can feel l i ke a whole 
choir as visitors and family members 
join in. For some people, sometimes 
what•s hard to say is easier to sing.Ž

I t could also mean fu l f i l l i ng a 
l i felong goal before a pat ient pass-
es away, as she did for someone 
with late-stage amyotrophic lateral  
sclerosis (ALS). 

•He had very l imited movement in 

his hands but had always wanted to 
play guitar,Ž says Kl inck.

She brought in the instrument and 
laid it on his lap in bed. •He was able 
to put his hands on the str ings and 
interact with them; often I moved the 
guitar, as well,Ž she says. This music 
experience was something his family 
felt would be very meaningful to him.

Fi ndi ng those moments i s t he 
ski l led therapist•s role, but as Sarah 
Rose Black notes, people have been 
connect i ng wi th music for t hei r 
whole lives … she is just helping them 
access it again at a t ime when they 
need it most.

•We have a heartbeat, so we have 
a drum inside us; we are wired to be 
musical people,Ž she says. She smiles 
softly as she reflects back on one pa-
tient, a man in his late 30s with late-
stage brain cancer.

•He said, •I have a lot of fr iends, 
and they•re great, but they don•t real-
ly understand what•s going on here,•Ž 
she says. •He told me that the music 
is l ike a friend who •gets it•.Ž 

Bubbling Over
Any day of the week Wellington local and self-confessed •bubble 
junkie• Ash Kamel can be seen on the streets practising blowing 

bubbles and captivating passers-by. The New Zealander hopes to 
break the world record for the largest outdoor free-� oating soap 
bubble … which stands at a whopping 96.27 cubic metres … by the 

end of the year. The record is currently held by American Gary 
Pearlman  and has stood since 2015. Wellington local Alan McKay 
holds the world record for the longest free-� oating soap bubble  

at 32 metres, set in 1996. STUFF.CO.NZ
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