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HERE WAS A TIME, NOT TOO LONG

ago, when I rolled my eyes at “alter-
native medicine.” No acupuncture,
echinacea or green tea for me. When
I felt sick, I ran to the doctor for a
prescription. When I felt stressed or

anxious, I went shopping. 
But over the past few years, I’ve surprised my-

self by becoming a believer. I haven’t rejected
conventional medicine (or the therapeutic value
of a new pair of shoes), but I am a wholehearted
convert to alternative cures.

The journey was a long and winding one. I
grew up in a family of doctors, who soundly
ridiculed the very notion of alternative medi-
cine. At my house doctors always knew best, and
all others were regarded as faith healers or
snake-oil salesmen. 

I accepted without question my parents’ views.
Kids grew up more slowly back then, and I—
unlike my own kids—didn’t realize that my parents
were fatally flawed until I hit college. As a student
at Wellesley in the early Seventies, I flirted with
yoga, vegetarianism and macrobiotic cooking; but
these were mere dalliances, little different from my
dabblings in Zen, disco and Japanese brush paint-
ing. At meditation, too, I was a dilettante. “Let the
karma flow over you and around you,” murmured
my guru (who looked, incongruously enough, like
one of The Beach Boys). But I kept at it, and it be-
came the one holdover from those dippy days,
something I do even today to calm frazzled nerves.

I was still in this crunchy-granola stage when I
married my boyfriend, Sam, and gave birth to
my two daughters. I made “natural” a fetish,
puréeing my own baby peas and washing the pes-
ticide off every grape. But I was still off like a
shot to the pediatrician if one of the girls caught
a fever or cold. 

Then Sam, a research scientist, decided to
become a doctor, and my slow awakening got
its start. 
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“It’s 4:30 A.M. and I’m running late for my
surgery rotation!” he would call by way of good-
bye as he blasted out the door each morning,
looping a stethoscope around his neck. He rarely
got more than four hours’ rest a night, and I saw
the effects of sleep deprivation in his forgetful
and distracted manner. I noticed, too, a gradual
change in his attitude toward the patients he
treated: No one can hold that many hands, hear
that many stories of suffering, deliver bad news
to that many bedsides without hardening himself
in response. 

Witnessing the mental and physical strain doc-
tors were under, I decided that patients, includ-
ing me, had to look out for themselves. I got
copies of my family’s medical records and kept
them in my own files. When a doctor I consulted
about a minor health problem recommended an
antibiotic, I looked it up in Sam’s Physicians’ Desk
Reference before filling the prescription. To my
newly opened eyes, doctors were no longer infal-
lible beings, but merely people—hardworking
and well intentioned, but just as prone to screw-
ups as the rest of us.

More serious was the impact of Sam’s school-
ing on our home life. On an “easy” rotation, he
was on call every third night; on a tough one,
every other night. Once a week, I brought our
daughters to a Sunday picnic with Daddy—in the
hospital cafeteria. At 18 months, the eldest regu-
larly confused her dark, mustachioed father with
our dark, mustachioed next-door neighbor. 

One night, I snapped. “You are destroying
yourself,” I screamed. “This is what medicine
is,” he replied quietly. “We both have to get
used to it.” 

But I couldn’t get used to it. In a last attempt
to save our foundering marriage, we bought a
huge Victorian near Harvard Square, gutted
it—and got divorced before the construction
was complete. 

As anyone who’s been through it can tell you,
divorce is a brutally efficient way to learn to cope
with stress. Although I was the one who “want-
ed” the divorce, I soon found that sleeping, eat-
ing, even breathing was a trial. I cried at least
once in every phone conversation, no matter
who was on the other end. 

To cope, I did whatever worked—swimming,
meditation, massage—and, little by little, it got
easier. It didn’t occur to me then that I was prac-
ticing the core principles of alternative medicine:
physical activity, mental discipline, healing
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touch. I was just grasping at anything
that made me feel better.

Around the time of my divorce, my
brilliant brain-surgeon brother, Deel,
drowned in a freak scuba-diving accident
off the coast of Cape Cod. He was 42,
and had a wife and three young sons. If
anyone embodied the hard-driving sur-
geon stereotype, it was Deel. I’ll never
know if his death was the accidental con-
sequence of a life lived at warp speed.
But I do know that my brother embraced
without question the medical profession’s
view that doctors should thrive on little
sleep and even less margin for error. 

The real turning point in my conver-
sion to alternative medicine came eight
years ago, when my second husband,
Jack, nearly died. We had been married
all of six months. 

A certifiable Type A who’d suffered a
major heart attack at 45, Jack turned
himself into a fanatically disciplined fit-
ness machine, and was enjoying im-
proved health as a result. But one June
morning, as stress mounted at his job as
CEO of a public company, Jack began
complaining that he just didn’t “feel
right.” Aware of his history of heart dis-
ease, I panicked and hustled him into
his cardiologist’s office.

The doctor was stumped. “I don’t
think it’s heart related, but I think you
should check into the hospital this af-
ternoon and let me run some diagnos-
tics,” he told Jack. Mentally, I’d already
packed his shaving kit, robe and read-
ing glasses, but Jack bargained for
more time (“I have a major board
meeting on Friday!”), and it was agreed
that he would enter the hospital two
days hence. 

By the next night, though, Jack was
in so much pain that he couldn’t sleep.
At midnight, I woke to find him
writhing on our blue bedroom carpet,
his knees pulled up to his chest. I called
an ambulance, then decided that we
couldn’t wait.

Ignoring all  stoplights between

Cambridge and Boston, we sped to the
emergency room of Massachusetts Gen-
eral Hospital. Within minutes, a team
of doctors, nurses and orderlies had sur-
rounded him, and I was left to wait.
Later, I noticed the red marks left by
my fingernails where they’d clamped
around my upper arms.

At last, a surgeon emerged from the
operating room. A blood clot had mi-
grated from Jack’s heart to his digestive
tract, he explained, blocking blood
flow to his small intestine and causing
it to grow gangrenous. “Your husband
has lost ninety percent of his small

intestine,” the doctor announced. “The
outlook isn’t hopeful—less than a fifty-
fifty chance of survival.” Even if Jack
lived, the doctor continued, he would
be forced to take all his nutrition from
a catheter permanently implanted in
his chest. Save for some Jell-O and
clear broth, he would never be able to
eat again.

The surgery was successful, and my
husband survived. But for Jack, a for-
mer restaurant owner and all-around
bon vivant, his “miracle cure” had sen-
tenced him to a quiet kind of living
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death, attached to a machine for ten
hours out of 24. 

After two months on a liquid diet,
Jack couldn’t take it anymore. He insist-
ed that the doctors disconnect his feed-
ing tube. After securing Jack’s promise
that he would resume traditional treat-
ment if his experiment failed, they did
so, reluctantly. I thought he was making
a terrible mistake. “Just give it a
chance,” I pleaded. 

Jack would have none of it. Using a
trial-and-error approach, he taught
himself to eat again, starting with soup
and custard and moving on to poached

chicken and baked salmon. He
experimented with nutritional
supplements, finding that an
amino acid-loaded drink called
Recharge—intended for high-
performance athletes—gave him
energy and strength. He began
daily walks on a treadmill, and
did stretching exercises twice a
week with a trainer. Six months
after he’d rejected standard
treatment, his weight had stabi-
lized and he was on his way back
to normalcy. 

His transformation from in-
valid to active adult was so daz-
zling that I soon became his
most enthusiastic cheerleader.
Together, we read up at the li-
brary, studied the supplement
shelves in health-food stores,
pored over labels at the super-
market. We interviewed an
army of doctors and researchers,
looking for any scrap of insight
into Jack’s condition. 

Today, Jack skis, sails and
golfs—and eats at every five-star

restaurant he can find. He’s able to do
all this because he dared to challenge
the diagnosis handed down by his doc-
tors. Conventional medicine had saved
his life, but alternative medicine rescued
his quality of life. 

Our lives were transformed as a re-
sult of Jack’s experience. The often-
unreasonable demands of corporate
life—I was a professional event planner
and executive director of a large enter-
tainment complex—became more diffi-
cult to justify, so each of us chose new
professions that offered more freedom

It didn’t occur to me that I was practicing the 
core principles of alternative medicine. . . I was just 
grasping at anything that made me feel better



and less stress: he consulting, I maga-
zine writing. (In fact, I began to write
frequently about alternative medicine.)
My relationship with my daughters,
now grown, also changed. We talk more
about balancing work and personal life,
and I often remind them that not every
prize is worth the effort it takes to win
it. Last year, I took them to a health
spa—instead of Paris—for a vacation.

My daily habits have also changed dra-
matically. Instead of popping a Valium
when I can’t fall asleep, I dab essential
oils on my temples and wrists—
chamomile, lavender, calendula, sage—
and usually drift right off. I relieve

muscle aches with a 15-minute relaxation
and stretching tape, instead of a couple
of aspirin. Coffee has been replaced by
green tea; echinacea helps me head off
colds and sniffles. Now that my vitamin
bottles have pushed various over-the-
counter remedies to the back of the med-
icine cabinet, I find I no longer need
them: My daily multivitamin, vitamin E,
vitamin C, vitamin B-complex and calci-
um keep me feeling strong and healthy. If
I up my intake of calcium and B-complex
in the week before my period, I find I
don’t suffer from PMS anymore. I get a
massage once a month, weight train
twice a week, and take a power walk
every day. Yoga and deep breathing help
me deal with life’s inevitable frustrations
(no cure for those as yet).

I also rely less than I used to on con-
ventional medicine. I’ve resolved not to
take prescription drugs should I develop
adult-onset diabetes or arthritis (both
illnesses run in my family), taking a pre-
ventative approach instead: watching
my weight, taking vitamin and herbal
supplements, and cooking with ginger,
soy, garlic and turmeric. And when I re-
cently wrenched my neck and shoulder
by spending too many hours hunched
over the keyboard, I called a practition-
er of Shiatsu massage instead of an or-
thopedist. My mobility returned after
just two sessions. 

Of course, as alternative medicine
guru Andrew Weil puts it, I’d more than
welcome traditional treatment if I got
hit by a bus. And I’m still convinced
that a lot of alternative “remedies” are
pure baloney. I have no patience with
the magnets-and-crystals crowd, and I
get furious when I hear ill-informed ad-
vice passed along at the health-food
store. But well-researched and well-
documented treatments, and therapies
that take the mind as well as the body
into account, make a welcome addition
to my life.

My doctor friends and family aren’t
convinced. They think I’ve gone over to
the dark side. But if this is the dark side,
it sure feels bright to me. Must be all
the beta-carotene I take: Studies show
it’s good for your vision. ■

Louisa Kasdon Sidell is a contributing editor
of Natural Health and Boston magazines. 

Whole Foods Market Multivitamin 
for Vegetarians: one a day
Vitamin E: 400 IUs a day
Vitamin C: 500 mg. a day
Calcium: 500 mg. (one 250-mg. tablet
at breakfast, another at dinner) 
B-complex: 100 mg. a day, plus an
extra 100 mg. each of the four days
before my period
Green tea: four cups a day
Yoga: 30 minutes of stretching every
night before I go to bed and whenever
I feel stressed
Essential oils of chamomile, lavender,
calendula and sage: a few drops of
each, dabbed on my temples and
wrists each night
Walking: outside or on the treadmill 
Weight lifting: with a trainer, 
two 30-minute sessions a week 
Massage: once a month 
Diet: heavy on the vegetables, light on
the meat, lots of soy and lots of water

Centrum Silver Multivitamin: one a day
Calcium/magnesium: 500 mg. a day 
Glutamine powder: one teaspoon a day
Treadmill: every morning for 
30 minutes
Weight lifting: every morning for 
30 minutes
Stretching: two 30-minute sessions
with a trainer a week
Diet: lots of food high in potassium
and calcium, like bananas, oranges
and yogurt

hers
OUR NEW ROUTINES

his


