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Suffering MS doesn’t mean I will give up 
 

Rugby star and sports commentator Alaister Hignell was diagnosed with MS nine years ago. He 
tells Dan Townend why he has turned his back on conventional treatment, instead choosing 
alternative therapies.   When he was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis Alastair Hignell -who 
recently retired from BBC commentary - thought his only hope lay in a drug denied to him by the 
NHS.  Beta interferon injections slow down the disease's progress but at £12,000 a year it was 
available only to those who could afford it privately. Colleagues rallied round, raising money to 
fund the treatment as Alastair, 52, backed campaigns to have the drug made freely available to 
the 85,000 MS sufferers in the UK. 
 
Almost nine years on and Alastair, who played rugby for England and cricket for 
Gloucestershire, recalls his short-lived experience on beta interferon. 
  “From late 1999 I took the drug three times a week but the side effects were awful. I had heavy 
flu-like symptoms for 24 hours after each injection. I ached everywhere. I was unable to do 
anything. I hated it. After two years, I decided to try three months off because I felt so bad - and 
immediately I was much better. "I replaced the dependence on drugs with a plan of self 
navigation. I read a fantastic book called The Art Of Getting Well (by David Spero, published by 
New Age Books) which was about coping with a chronic illness. I got myself better equipped 
mentally and had counselling." 
 
MS is a progressive disease of the central nervous system. It affects movement and sensation 
and can strike any area of the body, so symptoms range from numbness and tingling to 
paralysis and incontinence. 
Having eschewed conventional medicine Alastair - who lives with wife Jeannie in Stroud, 
Gloucestershire - has become a keen advocate of more radical therapies. He regularly attends 
the West of England MS Therapy Centre in Bristol. There, he has physiotherapy and massage 
to help with loss of muscle tone. 
 
He has also tried hyperbaric oxygen therapy. This involves sitting in a diver's decompression 
chamber for one hour. Although difficult to prove clinically, many MS patients find breathing 
pure oxygen while under increased air pressure reduces the severity of some symptoms, 
including poor balance and mobility, sensory perception difficulties and incontinence. 
"I am open-minded about these treatments," says Alastair. "I am trying something now called a 
Power Plate which you stand on while it vibrates. It was designed for astronauts but it is one of 
the best things for me because it stretches the muscles without being exhausting." 
Still relatively new, clinical trials are ongoing on its effectiveness for improving mobility and 
function. 
 
Alastair also relies on positive thinking. He is patron and fundraiser for the MS Resource Centre 
in Colchester, Essex. He says they work on a "can-do" philosophy. 
"I am desperate for a cure but it will probably be too late for me," says Alastair. "We need 
something for the short-term." 
 
Alastair first noticed something was wrong in 1996. "I was doing a radio interview and the 
microphone was shaking uncontrollably," he recalls. He also developed bladder problems and 
foot-drop, where the foot hangs limply from the ankle. "I was telling a story to friends when I 
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slowly tilted my glass, spilling red wine on the carpet," he says. "I had no sensation of the glass 
slipping." 
He went for an MRI scan which diagnosed MS. "I felt my life was over," he recalls. "The first 
reaction was anger. Why me? Then there was guilt. Had I done something wrong? Did I 
overstep the mark in my sporting career? Did I not take proper care of my body?" 
 
Alastair, a former teacher, was capped 14 times for England, before becoming one of the 
"voices of rugby" for nearly two decades. For 16 months, he kept it secret from all but close 
family.  "I wanted to prove I could beat it," he says. "I covered the 1999 Rugby World Cup and 
threw everything into it. I was covering matches, interviewing leavers, driving everywhere. I 
flogged myself. I was determined MS would not affect me. But I was exhausted, frustrated and 
angry. I was in a hell of a state."  Realising he could not defeat the illness, he told colleagues at 
the BBC and started using an electric scooter. "I found it very difficult to ask for help. I was 
proud of my body and the way it reacted to sporting challenges, so being dependent was 
difficult. I was amazed how considerate people were." 
 
Colleagues praise his determined spirit. One recalls seeing him crawl upstairs and drag himself 
into commentary positions at world-renowned sporting venues with appalling disabled access. 
Consultant neurologist Giles Elrington, from Barts and The London NHS Trust, says that 
although evidence for alternative treatments is inconclusive, Alastair's positive attitude can help 
cope with MS. "People who say they will fight the illness are wrong. It is like refusing to look at 
your credit cards because you owe money. You cannot fight disease but you can plan to live 
with it." 
 
Alastair retired from the microphone, before "people had to make excuses for me". "Although I 
have not had major relapses with the disease, the fact I cannot do as much has hit home," he 
says. "Covering something like a World Cup involves weeks of travelling, deadlines and 
interviews. I do not have the energy. I feel it is time to go. I have had a great career and rugby 
has given me so much. I am not giving up - I may look at media consultancy and even go back 
to teaching." 
 
 
Daily Express June 12 2008  
 

MS woman wins fight over right-to-die laws 

 
A MULTIPLE sclerosis sufferer who plans to end her life at an overseas clinic can now bring a 
High Court challenge to clarify the law on assisted suicide. 
Debbie Purdy, 45, says it is her right to be able to choose if and when to bring an end to her 
suffering. But she wants to know whether her husband would be prosecuted on his return to 
Britain if he accompanied her to a Belgian or Swiss clinic. Ms Purdy's battle reached the High 
Court in London yesterday. 
 
Her lawyers argued that the Director of Public Prosecutions acted illegally by not providing 
guidance on the situation. Sir Ken Macdonald has said that there is no policy on assisted 
suicide and it would be beyond his powers to grant immunity from prosecution.  Jeremy 
Johnson, appearing for the DPP, had claimed in court that her case was not arguable. But Lord 
Justice Latham, sitting with Mr Justice Nelson, ruled that "without wishing to give Ms Purdy any 
optimism that her arguments will ultimately succeed", she did have an arguable case. The 
"nature of this case and its sensitivity", which raised human rights issues, justified a full hearing, 
he said. This will happen in October. Ms Purdy said: "I am absolutely delighted with this 
decision." She lived an adventurous life, which included trekking through jungles and jumping 
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out of planes, before illness set in.She fears that her husband, professional musician Omar 
Puente, could face 14 years in jail for assisting her suicide.Ms Purdy lives in her specially-
adapted home in Bradford, West Yorkshire. She met her Cuban husband while travelling. 
Ms Purdy said that she didn't want to die. She added: "I'm extremely happy in my life, I love 
being married to my husband, I love my friends. 
 
"But if I leave it too late and need his help he faces 14 years in jail, and that's more frightening 
to me than going to Switzerland by myself and ending my life before I'm ready." 
Ms Purdy was diagnosed with primary progressive MS in March 1995. Her condition has 
deteriorated and, as she is losing strength in her arms, she has to use an electric wheelchair. 
She is a member of Dignitas, the Swiss organisation which operates suicide clinics. 
Although almost 100 Britons are reported to have died at Dignitas clinics since 1992, none of 
their relatives has been prosecuted for accompanying them, despite lengthy police inquiries. 
Ms Purdy's case is being supported by Dignity in Dying, which wants assisted suicide to be 
legal in Britain. 
 
Chief executive Sarah Wootton said: "This is an important step forward for Debbie Purdy and 
others like her. 
"Of course, the decision to travel to Dignitas is far from ideal. People who are terminally 
ill and mentally competent should have the option of requesting a medically-assisted 
death in the comfort of their own country, surrounded by the people they love.” 
 
 
www.bbc.co.uk/news  20 June 2008 

 

Promising trials for new MS pill 
 
A new oral drug for multiple sclerosis has produced promising results in clinical trials.  
 
Laquinimod was shown to reduce signs of disease activity in scans, and was well tolerated by 
patients with the relapsing-remitting form of MS.  
Experts say an oral medication could potentially be a significant advance, as current drugs are 
all injectable.  
The study, published in the Lancet, was carried out by a team from Milan's University Vita-
Salute.  
MS is caused by a faulty immune system, which attacks the myelin sheaths protecting the 
nerves, damaging their ability to transmit signals.  
It particularly affects the white matter tissue found in the brain and other parts of the nervous 
system.  
Drugs available at the moment, such as glatiramer acetate and beta interferon, focus on the 
inflammation caused by the disease - a particular problem with the relapsing-remitting form - but 
they all have to be injected.  
 
Damage to brain  
 
The latest trial, involving 51 centres in nine countries, focused on 300 patients who had had at 
least one relapse in the previous year, and whose MRI scans showed evidence of at least one 
area of damage caused by inflammation.  
The patients received either a 0.3mg or 0.6mg daily dose of laquinimod, or a placebo pill.  
The impact was assessed by carrying out scans of the brain and spinal cord every four weeks 
for nine months.  
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The researchers found that, compared with placebo, patients who took the higher dose of 
laquinimod had 40% less damage. However, the lower dose appeared to have no significant 
effect. Only two patients developed side effects, but although these were severe, they stopped 
when they came off the drug.  
Dr Laura Bell, of the MS Society, said: "People living with MS can be encouraged that there are 
now several oral therapies in late stage clinical trials.  
"Having to regularly inject treatments is unpleasant and the sooner a safe and effective pill is 
made available, the better.  
"We will be closely following the progress of this and other oral therapy trials, and look forward 
to further promising results."  
Helen Yates, chief executive of the MS Resource Centre, said the trial was "encouraging news".  
 
www.bbc.co.uk/news   17 June 2008 
 

Physio training applications down 

 
There has been a dramatic fall in the number of people applying for university physiotherapist 
courses, figures show.  
It follows previous reports that physiotherapy graduates are struggling to find jobs due to NHS 
cuts.  
Charities such as the MS Society have now started to co-fund physiotherapist posts with the 
NHS to meet demand.  
The Chartered Society of Physiotherapy said a fifth of graduates were still looking for a job. But 
this had fallen from 49% in November 2007.  
The University of the West of England said applications for physiotherapist courses due to start 
in September had fallen by 43% with six positions still not filled. Other universities they had 
contacted had also suffered similar problems with applicants estimated to be down by around 
30-40%.  
UCAS, the UK's university admissions service, said 19 of 33 physiotherapist training universities 
still have vacancies. Vanda Fenn, admissions co-ordinator for the University of the West of 
England said physiotherapy had traditionally been a very competitive course.  
She told the BBC's You and Yours programme that some reduction had been expected due to 
health authorities reductions in the number of places they commission and a change in the 
UCAS application system. "Even taking all of that into account there is a shortfall.” 
 "I blame it on the fact that there has been a lot of press coverage of the problems 
physiotherapy graduates were having getting jobs and this is deterring people from applying for 
training places." She added the shortage of jobs was likely to be temporary.  
 

Job security  
 
Samantha Haw who finished her training last July had to wait for almost a year for her first job 
as a locum  "It's frightening. I work full time but I have no job security. "I don't think it's getting 
much easier to find work."  
Phil Gray, chief executive of the Chartered Society of Physiotherapy, said patient demand for 
physiotherapy is growing, with one in ten people admitted to hospital needing physiotherapy 
treatment.  
"Historically, physiotherapy places have been hugely oversubscribed, but we are beginning to 
see a reduction in applications this year. "We believe this reduction is a temporary one.  
"Our latest survey suggests an improvement in graduate employment, but we will have to see if 
this trend continues for the rest of this year."  
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Simon Gillespie, chief executive of the Multiple Sclerosis Society, said they had decided to fund 
physiotherapy posts at a cost of £40,000 each due to the shortage.  
"We are aiming to fund 100 in the coming years. "We are working with other charities who are 
part of the Neurological Alliance of charities for example the Parkinson's Society, over this 
issue.  
A spokesperson for the Department of Health said the NHS employs 20,146 physiotherapists.  
"The NHS in England has seen record levels of investment. The number of physiotherapists has 
increased by 41% since September 1997. "It is for Primary Care Trusts to determine how best 
to use their funds to meet national and local priorities."  
 
 
www.reuters.com   4 June 2008    

 
Mercury teeth fillings may harm some 

 

The new rule will give the agency "special controls (that) can provide reasonable assurance of 
the safety and effectiveness of the product," Long said. 
The lawsuit settlement was reached on Monday with several advocacy groups, including 
Moms Against Mercury, which had sought to have mercury fillings removed from the U.S. 
market. 
While the FDA previously said various studies showed no harm from mercury fillings, some 
consumer groups contend the fillings can trigger a range of health problems such as multiple 
sclerosis and Alzheimer's disease. In 2006, an FDA advisory panel of outside experts said 
most people would not be harmed by them, but said the agency needed more information. 
Mercury has been linked to brain and kidney damage at certain levels. Amalgams contain half 
mercury and half a combination of other metals. 
Charles Brown, a lawyer for one of the groups called Consumers for Dental Choice, said the 
agency's move represented an about-face. "Gone, gone, gone are all of FDA's claims that no 
science exists that amalgam is unsafe," he said in a statement. 
J.P. Morgan Securities Inc. analyst Ipsita Smolinski said the FDA is not likely to outright ban 
the fillings next year but will probably call for restrictions. 
"We do believe that the agency will ask for the label to indicate that mercury is an ingredient in 
the filling, and that special populations should be exempt from such fillings, such as: nursing 
women, pregnant women, young children, and immunocompromised individuals," Smolinski 
wrote in a research note on Wednesday. 
Fewer patients have been opting for mercury fillings in recent years, instead choosing lighter 
options such as tooth-colored resin composites. 
Only 30 percent of fillings given to patients were mercury-filled ones as of 2003, according to 
the American Dental Association (ADA). Other options include glass cement and porcelain as 
well as other metals such as gold, but they cost more and are less durable, the group has 
said. 
 

http://www.reuters.com/
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http://www.masshightech.com/stories/2008/06/02/daily60-Harvard-researchers-turn-on-brain-
stem-cells.html   6 June 2008 
 

Harvard researchers turn on brain stem cells 
 
Harvard Medical School scientists have discovered molecules in the brain that can turn stem 
cells into neurons and repair damaged tissue, which could lead to new treatments for such 
conditions as Alzheimer’s disease and spinal cord injuries.  
 
The research behind the discovery was done at Harvard’s Schepens Eye Research Institute, 
where scientists found that stem cells are ubiquitous in the brain but remain mostly dormant due 
to chemical signals from cells called astrocytes. The findings were published online this week in 
the academic journal Proceedings of the National Academy of Science.  
In a study of mice, the researchers found that removing the molecules produced by astrocyte 
cells activated stem cells in the animals’ brains into neurons. The discovery sheds new light on 
potential treatments for Parkinson’s disease, traumatic brain injuries and other neurological 
conditions, study scientists said.  
 
The Schepens research team now plans to conduct a new study involving mice with such 
neurodegenerative disorders as Parkinson’s disease, to see whether the method of blocking the 
astrocyte-related molecules helps restore brain tissue. 
 
New Pathways   Issue 49 
 

Own stem cells could reverse MS damage says top scientist 
 
Within 10-15 years, a patient’s own stem cells could be used to repair damage, says Professor 
Charles ffrench-Constant, Director of the MS Society Research Centre in Edinburgh. 
In an interview with The Herald newspaper in Scotland, the professor said: “My vision for an MS 
patient coming to a clinic in 10 or maybe 15 years’ time is that they would be given a mixture of 
drugs to prevent inflammation and promote repair of the myelin sheath and axons. As a result, 
MS would no longer be a chronic disabling illness.” 
 Professor ffrench-Constant wants to find a way to make a patient’s own stem cells rebuild 
damaged myelin and axons. This would not involve the controversial cells from embryo’s. 
There is a high number of stem cells in the brain which have the ability to regenerate which 
could be harnessed to repair damage and make new oligodentrocytes, the cells which make 
myelin. He says it would be better to recruit a patient’s own, existing stem cells, rather than 
transplant cells. Stem cells have the ability to turn into different types of tissue. 
In his talk at MSLife, Professor ffrench-Constant said: “In many cases of MS, lesions which are 
not repairing contain with the cells around them cells which are capable of repair. We have to 
devise ways to recruit cells that are already there rather than transplant new cells. In the 
majority of cases, stem cells which would work in repair are there – they just have to be 
persuaded to carry out repair.” 
 
 

http://www.masshightech.com/stories/2008/06/02/daily60-Harvard-researchers-turn-on-brain-stem-cells.html
http://www.masshightech.com/stories/2008/06/02/daily60-Harvard-researchers-turn-on-brain-stem-cells.html
http://www.masshightech.com/search.html?q=Harvard%20Medical%20School&t=1
http://www.masshightech.com/search.html?q=Schepens%20Eye%20Research%20Institute&t=1
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New Pathways Issue 49 
 

Pregnancy Hormones to treat MS 

 
Pregnant women with MS often suffer no MS relapses. Now scientists want to harness these 
protective pregnancy hormones as a treatment for MS. During part of pregnancy, the hormone 
estriol surges through the body  which seems to protect the immune system from attack. 
In a pilot study in California, women with MS were given the drug Trimesta, a synthesized form 
of estriol used in Europe and Asia for treating hot flashes. They showed an 80 per cent 
reduction in MS related lesions on the brain within three months of treatment. After six months, 
their congnitive function improved by 14 per cent. Now this drug, together with Copaxone, is 
being studied for MS in 7 US centres. 
About 150 women with relapsing-remitting MS will take part. All will be injected with Copaxone, 
but half will also get the estriol pills while the other half will get a placebo. 
In charge of the studies is Rhonda Voskuhl, Professor of neurology at UCLA. She says the aim 
of the research is to see if estriol leads to a reduction in relapses, fatigue, depression and brain 
atrophy. 
She’s also eager to see if it leads to better neuroprotection, reducing the ability of immune cells 
to attack the brain while at the same time making it more resistant to damage. Professor 
Voskuhl showed in a pilot study  that estriol stimulated cells to rebuild myelin. 
On the horizon are larger studies to explore how testosterone may reduce MS symptoms in 
men. The hormone is already used to prevent muscle wasting in male HIV patients and 
cognitive degeneration in the elderly. One pilot study conducted by Voskuhl showed that 
testosterone – which converts to estrogen in the brain – may also have a measurable impact on 
MS symptoms in men, though not to the extent estriol does in women she said. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Jesus and Satan were having an on-going argument about who was better on the computer. 
They had been going at it for days, and frankly God was tired of hearing all the bickering.  
Finally fed up, God said, "THAT'S IT! I have had enough. I am going to set up a test that will run 
for two hours, and from those results, I will judge who does the better job."  
So Satan and Jesus sat down at the keyboards and typed away.  
They moused. They faxed. They e-mailed. They e-mailed with attachments. They downloaded. 
They did spreadsheets! They wrote reports. They created labels and cards. They created charts 
and graphs. They did some genealogy reports  
They did every job known to man.  
Jesus worked with heavenly efficiency and Satan was faster than hell.  
Then, ten minutes before their time was up, lightning suddenly flashed across the sky, thunder 
rolled, rain poured, and, of course, the power went off. 
Satan stared at his blank screen and screamed every curse word known in the underworld. 
Jesus just sighed.  
Finally the electricity came back on, and each of them restarted their computers. Satan started 
searching frantically, screaming:  
"It's gone! It's all GONE! "I lost everything when the power went out!"  
Meanwhile, Jesus quietly started printing out all of his files from the past two hours of work. 
Satan observed this and became irate.  

YOUR JOKES 
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"Wait!" he screamed. "That's not fair! He cheated! How come he has all his work and I don't 
have any?"  
God just shrugged and said,  
 
JESUS SAVES    
 
********************************************* 

Mrs. Donovan was walking down O'Connell Street in Dublin when she met Father 
Flaherty. The Father said, 'Top o' the mornin' to ye! Aren't ye Mrs. Donovan and didn't I 
marry ye and yer hoosband 2 years ago?'  
She replied, 'Aye, that ye did, Fadder.'  
The Father asked, 'And be there any wee little ones yet?' 
She replied, 'No, not yet, Fadder.'  
The Father said, 'Well, now, I'm goin' to Rome next week and I'll light a candle for ye and 
yer hoosband.' She replied, 'Oh, thank ye , Fadder.'  They then parted ways. 

Some years later they met again. The Father asked, 
'Well now, Mrs. Donovan, how are ye these days?' 
She replied, 'Oh, very well, Fadder!'  
The Father asked, 'And tell me, have ye any been blessed wit wee ones yet?' 
She replied, 'Oh yes, Fadder! Three sets o'twins and 4 singles, 10 in all!'  
The Father said, 'That's wonderful! How is yer loving hoosband doing?'  
She replied, 'E's gone to Rome to blow out yer bloomin' candle.' 
 
        

  
  
   
 
  

MEMBERS COMPETITON 
 

A £5 prize will be given to the member whose entry has the most correct answers. Even if you 
can’t answer all the questions send in those you have answered – you could still win! 
 

NAME THE FLOWERS 
 

 
  1/ 

 
MRS BUCKET 

 
…………………………………………………….. 

 
  2/ 

 
SHRINKING 

 
…………………………………………………….. 

 
  3/ 

 
WET ON LEG JOINT 

 
……………………..……………………………… 

 
  4/ 

 
ALWAYS REMEMBER 

 
……………………………………………………. 

 
  5/ 

 
KITCHEN GLOVES 

 
……………………………………………………. 

 
  6/ 

 
YOGA POSITION 

 
……………………………………………………. 

DISCLAIMER 
Articles In this Bulletin are meant for the sole purpose of information only and do not necessary 
reflect the views of the committee 
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  7/ 

 
CRAFTY GAUNTLET 

 
……………………………………………………. 

 
  8/ 

 
FAIRY MOLLUSC 

 
……………………………………………………. 

 
  9/ 

 
WONERLAND PERSON-2+2 

 
……………………………………………………. 

 
10/ 

 
FELINE MONEYMAKER 

 
……………………………………………………. 

 
11/ 

 
BULLS MAYE’S PETTICOAT 

 
……………………………………………………. 

 
12/ 

 
CONCEAL PARK PATROL 

 
……………………………………………………. 

 
 
 
 
 
Name:                Send Completed Forms To: 
 
Address: 
 

               Mr D Henderson 
               74 Windermere Road 
               Stockton-on-Tees  
               TS18 4LY   

 
 
 
All entries to be received by the next social. The winner will be drawn from entries received with 
the highest number of correct answers. 
 
 
Answers to last quiz: 
1/ Highgate 2/ Erie 3/ Indigo 4/ Gary Cooper 5/ Hall 6/ Islington (Angel) 7/ New Zealand 
8/ Grace Kelly 9/ Table Tennis 10/ Orinoco 11/ Neon 


