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Benefits of
drugs often
offset by
side effects

We are told that drugs
taken to regulate
blood pressure, lower
high cholesterol and

reduce stomach acid are lifesav-
ing. Seniors use them at an aston-
ishing rate. According to the U.S.
Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, in 2008, 90 percent of
Americans age 65
and older were on
at least one pre-
scription drug, 65
percent were on
three or more,
and 36.7 percent
were on five or
more. And these
numbers continue
to climb.

But let’s face it:
any benefit we get from these
medicines always comes at a
price. Because they work by inter-
fering with normal body function,
the value of taking the drug is
often offset by one or more side ef-
fects. And the drugs themselves
may interact in ways we do not
fully understand. Drug reactions
are increasingly common and
even deadly; the Federal Drug Ad-
ministration estimates that pre-
scription drug use is the fourth
leading cause of death in the Unit-
ed States.

Prescribed drugs cause at least
100,000 deaths and 2 million seri-
ous reactions yearly. This is more
deaths than AIDS, diabetes and
car crashes. I see it all too often in
my practice — a patient is pre-
scribed a new medication by his
doctor, and some time later, the
patient develops another serious
condition that is a side effect of
the first drug. That problem is
then treated with yet another pre-
scription. This is called the “pre-
scribing cascade” and often ends
up with the

patient taking five or more
medications at the same time.

The end result of taking so
many medications is often lack of
energy, confusion and dementia,
poor balance, poor digestion and
generally not feeling well. This
leads to a downward spiral for the
patient.

According to the website for
the American Society of Consult-
ing Pharmacists, “Any new symp-
tom in an older adult should be
considered a drug side effect until
proven otherwise.”

I have used this advice with
great benefit for my patients.
Whenever they have a new health
problem, I look to their medica-
tions first and often find the cause
there.

So often I hear from patients
that their health improves, some-
times dramatically, when they re-
duce their medication load. Unfor-
tunately medical providers are
trained to put their patients on
medications, rather than take
them off, and today’s standards of
care lean towards more drugs, not
fewer. But there is increasing
awareness of the problem, and
more medical providers are will-
ing to work with patients to re-
duce the number of prescriptions
they are taking.

Some patients are able to re-
place their medicines with natu-
ral treatments. There are wellness
options to lower blood pressure,
ease pain and even lower choles-
terol. The difficulty is in deciding
which medicines are essential
and which are not. Some pre-
scribed drugs can be discontinued
quickly without harming the pa-
tient, others must be slowly
phased out. This is a process that
needs to be monitored by a medi-
cal provider, preferably the one
that prescribed the medicines in
the first place.

If it is important to you to re-
duce your medication load but
your doctor is resistant, I would
suggest finding a doctor who is
willing to work with you on this
issue. It can have a dramatic ef-
fect on your health.

Of course, the best way to avoid
this problem is to keep your well-
ness up, with a healthy lifestyle.
And when you do get sick, if the
problem is not an emergency, try
addressing your problem with
natural wellness-based care; this
will not lead to a downward spi-
ral, but for most patients actually
allows them to improve their
health over time.

The whole concept of using
drugs to prevent a future disease
is losing steam. Patients have now
been taking these drugs for many

Senior
women rock
curling
showdown

Arecent event at the Belfast
Curling Club has me re-
thinking my on-again, off-
again relationship with

the sport of curling. That’s after
24 teams of lively, athletic women,
age 55 and older and from all over
this country, converged on the
club Dec. 2-6 for
the 2015 Senior
Women’s Bon-
spiel, an annual
championship
event of the Unit-
ed States Wom-
en’s Curling Asso-
ciation.

The event is
held each year in
a different loca-
tion. This is the first time it’s
been hosted in Belfast.

It pains me to admit that
against my better judgment the
term “senior women” conjures up
a geriatric stereotype. Perhaps
this is true of many people, and
perhaps this explains why no one
paid much attention to the news
that this national event was com-
ing to Belfast. Gray-haired dowa-
gers with walkers are senior
women. Frail old dears who need
help cutting their Salisbury steak
are senior women. I certainly
don’t assume that many senior
women are serious athletes. And
it rarely occurs to me that, as a
reasonably active and robust
61-year-old, I also am a senior
woman.

I was introduced to curling two
winters ago by my husband,
Douglas, who is an accomplished,
longtime curler. I’ve played a few
sessions, but deficient in both ath-
leticism and the competitive spir-
it, I decided not to play this fall —
too busy, I told myself, and also a
little embarrassed by my persis-
tent lack of skill. Maybe next ses-
sion, I said.

Douglas, fortunately, remains
committed to both the sport and
the Belfast club. When the word
went out that the bonspiel orga-
nizers needed a small army of
people to time each of 54 individu-
al games, he promptly signed us
both up. I was glad to step back
into the familiar, friendly club-
house.

It was impressive to watch
these mature curlers demonstrate
their skill. Women well into their
50s, 60s and 70s, of many body
types, competed in teams of four,
having traveled from as far away
as Arizona and Colorado to partic-
ipate in the four-day event. Deliv-
ering the heavy stones down the
length of the ice in a precise arc
— or ‘curl’ — sweeping vigorously
to extend the distance the stone
travels, strategizing for the best
placement in the target zone —
these teams were clearly enjoying
a prowess gained from years of
experience.

Being women, their on-ice out-
fits revealed a range of personal
styles — sleek athletic wear, plaid
kilts with leggings, traditional
handknit curling sweaters. Many
wore their hair in a short, sensi-
ble, gray bob while others pinned
longer tresses back or tucked
them under a colorful cap. One

Going gray?Why some are saying ‘noway’
BY MEG HASKELL
BDN STAFF

Looking to add extra voltage to
your look for the holidays and be-
yond? Regardless of your age, con-
sider adding some stylish “fash-
ion tones” to your hair, Crystal
Small, owner of the Deja’Vu Salon
and Studio in Bangor, suggests.

Edgy hair colors of purple,
blue, green, red and pink are fa-
miliar in younger women — and
some men — Small said. But in-
creasingly, women age 50 and
older are adopting the trend as
well.

“We really started seeing it
back in the early 2000s, when Sha-
ron Osbourne was on ‘The View,’”
Small said of the English televi-
sion host, businesswoman and
wife of rocker Ozzy Osbourne who
formerly co-hosted the daytime
talk show. Sharon Osbourne’s sig-
nature deep-mahogany-colored
hair often sparkles with hints of
purple and blue.

Small said aging gray hair ab-
sorbs the bright pigments easily,
and she assures the timid that
even the brightest colors wash out

in a couple of weeks unless a cli-
ent opts to “lock” them in longer
with a special glaze. And in a
pinch, modern salon techniques
can quickly and safely remove un-
wanted color, she said, so there’s
little reason to fret.

Retired middle school teacher
Victoria McLean, 56 of Bangor
normally brightens her long, light
brown hair with gold streaks. But
one day when she went in for a
regular appointment, her stylist
was sporting shades of blue and
purple in her own black hair. “I
saw her hair and I thought, ‘How
fun! I can do that hair! No, I can’t
do that hair!’” McLean recalled,
laughing.

In the end, she asked for light
pink and lavender highlights to
be worked into only the underlay-
ers of her hair, where they’re easy
to hide. This way, McLean can de-
cide when and where to show her
colors.

“I can wear my hair straight
down, put on a business suit and go
into a bank, ” she said. “Or I can
wear it up in a ponytail or a clip
and be more colorful and daring.”

These days, she’s liking the po-

nytail option, she said.
“My husband was a tad skepti-

cal when I told him I was going to
do it,” she said. “But when he
saw it, he said, ‘Oh, my God, it’s
you!’”

Choices range from subtle
silvers to dramatic drenches

Even modest pastels aren’t for
everyone, Small said. Many gray-
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WarmingHearts
ameal at a time
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On a recent rainy, gray
Friday morning, there
wasn’t much happen-
ing in the tiny north-
ern Penobscot County

town of Mattawamkeag, popula-
tion 687 and shrinking. A few
trucks carrying logs and wood
chips slowed on the ice-skimmed
roadway as they rumbled past
small churches, the shuttered ele-
mentary school, a battered motel
and restaurant, the general store
and liquor outlet.

But bright lights were shining
from one end of the corrugated-
steel municipal building that
houses the town office, the Fire
Department and the library. In-
side, two long tables were set with
20 chairs each. The warm air was
aromatic with the smell of good
food — soups, desserts, home-
made yeast rolls and fresh-brewed
coffee. Four women bustled ener-
getically in the kitchen, preparing
for the weekly Warming Hearts
Soup Luncheon. The event is open
to all, free of charge.

Karen Morrison, 61, and her
friend Carol McKinnon, 63, both
of Mattawamkeag, are the cre-
ative culinary spirits behind the
luncheon, now in its second year.
Morrison said in an email that
both she and her friend are re-
tired and drawing Social Security,
and they’ve dipped into their own
pockets to pay for the luncheons,

which typically attract 20 to 40
residents from Mattawamkeag
and surrounding towns. Some
who come to eat drop a few dol-
lars into the donations can, as
their budgets allow, and at least
one local business also has
chipped in. But Morrison and
McKinnon have supplied much of
the food for these meals them-
selves.

Morrison said the two women
shop carefully at local markets to
stock the kitchen’s freezer and
larder. Along with a handful of
other volunteers, they arrive at
7:30 each Friday morning to start
the yeast dough rising, create the
soups and set out the tables and
chairs. They happily give of their
time and talent to plan, prepare,
serve and clean up after the lun-
cheons, Morrison said, but they
can’t keep bankrolling the project
themselves and must look to the
larger community for financial
support. In addition to the cost of
the food, she said, the public
kitchen desperately needs a new

stove and improved storage if the
meals are to be sustained. Attract-
ing more “paying customers” who
can offset the cost of the meal
through donations would go a
long way, she said.

“We are really trying to get
away from the idea that this is a
‘soup kitchen’ for the poor,” Mor-
rison said, taking a break from
the busy preparations. “Everyone
is welcome — those who can’t pay
as well as those who can. Truck-
ers passing by, vacationers, hunt-
ers, people out for a drive, every-
one. This is really about building
community spirit and reconnect-
ing with our neighbors.”

From prosperous to needy
Morrison grew up in Mat-

tawamkeag and nearby Winn.
Like many who attend the lun-
cheon, she recalls a time when the
region was prosperous and grow-
ing, thanks to solid, middle-class
jobs readily available in area
paper mills. Mattawamkeag, she

Free lunch
offered to bring
community
together
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Karen Morrison (center) shares a laugh with Zackarie Brackett (left) during a recent community lunch
through Warming Hearts Soup Luncheon. Karen and several of her friends, including Gaynell Brehaut (right)
started Warming Hearts over a year ago with the intention of bringing their community together.
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Warming Hearts Soup Luncheon is offered at 11 a.m. every Friday at
the Mattawamkeag municipal building for donations only.

GABOR DEGRE | BDN

Victoria McLean, 56, gets pink and lavender streaks and highlights put
in her hair by stylist Ashely Mcafee at the Deja’ Vu Salon in Bangor on
Monday. McLean, a retired teacher, said she likes her hair to look dif-
ferent. When the color was in her hair she decided to go with Mcafee’s
suggestion to curl her hair as well.
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