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When discs ‘slip’  
 



 

      by Janie Godfrey

I have written before about what is known as ‘pseudo-sciatica’, also known as Piriformis Syndrome, in which the piriformis muscle and/or the gluteals in the buttocks go into spasm and throttle the sciatic nerve as it passes through, causing the typical sciatic symptoms of pain and numbness down the leg.  

But ‘proper’ sciatica is caused by the compression and/or irritation of one of the five nerve roots that are branches of the sciatic nerve:  a lumbar spine nerve root, L4 or L5, or a sacral nerve root, S1, S2 or S3.  Pain is felt in the lower back, buttock, and/or various parts of the leg and foot.  There can also be numbness, muscular weakness and difficulty in moving or controlling the leg.  These symptoms also result from what is called a ‘slipped’ or ‘prolapsed’ disc.  This is when one of the spinal discs herniates and presses on one of the sciatic nerve roots.  The spinal discs are made of a spongy cartilage with a liquid centre – a good design to withstand the moving and bouncing we do with life’s activities.  The discs separate the vertebrae, which gives room for the nerve roots to properly exit through the spaces between the vertebrae.  The discs cushion the spine from compressive forces, but they are weak to pressure applied during rotational movements.  That is why a person who bends to one side, at a bad angle, to pick up a piece of paper may be more likely to herniate a spinal disc than a person falling from a ladder and landing on her or his back.  So, a ‘slipped’ disc occurs when the liquid centre of the disc bulges outwards, tearing the external ring of fibres and compressing a nerve root against the vertebra, thus causing the pain.  Even though this sounds nasty – a disc with its contents bulging out – a high proportion of disc prolapse will recover within a few months with no specific intervention.  But, what to do if that isn’t happening and the pain is dominating your life?   Visit the doctor, physio, therapist!

That is how Jennifer found her way to my Bowen clinic.  4 – 5 years ago, Jennifer ‘put her back out’ using a hula-hoop, resulting in a good amount of pain and limited movement.  She saw a sports physio who got rid of the pain after about 6 months.  However, seven months later, the pain was back and this time nothing was shifting it.  She was sent for an MRI scan which revealed a prolapsed disc at S1.  Jennifer couldn’t sleep on her left side due to the pain and she had pins and needles and pain along the outside line of her left calf.  Also, the toes on her left foot had varying degrees of numbness.  Then, about seven months prior to her first Bowen appointment, she developed sharp sciatic pain down her left leg and, after five months of the pain, was given an epidural injection, which unfortunately did not relieve the pain.

When Jennifer, now age 33, arrived for Bowen treatment, she reported that she had been prescribed a substantial cocktail of painkillers to try to deal with the pain. She had been prescribed a whopping 26 pills per day and had just been prescribed a new one to introduce.  They were:

Tramadol
8 per day

Ibuprofen
8 per day

Paracetamol
8 per day

Amitriptalene
2 daily at bedtime

Gabapenten
Introducing this:  1 in morn, 1 in afternoon, to go to 3 per day

The pain was not being relieved by all that medication and it was giving her considerable discomfort with constipation into the bargain.  

She had been told to wait some length of time (approx 18 months) to see if the pain disappeared due to the disc problem correcting itself.  If not, surgery would be discussed, which Jennifer felt uneasy about.  In the meantime, she was very apprehensive about being on such a great amount of medication but was afraid to cut it back in case the pain became even worse. 

Three Bowen treatments (one week apart), made a stunning and welcome difference to Jennifer’s situation.  After the first treatment her left leg played up for 2 – 3 days afterwards and then definitely got better and had been quite good in the 2 days before her second appointment.  She had virtually forgotten about it at work until her medications were due.  She was still taking them as a precaution as she didn’t want to risk a blast of pain, which they might actually have been masking.

When Jennifer came for her third Bowen treatment, she reported that she had been doing very well – no sharp pains or stabs – and the point of pain on lower back/sacrum was fine too, with no shifting and stabbing sensations in it, just a mild, dull ache now.  She would also have a small ache on the outside of her left calf that would come and go.  She had had a few short episodes of pins & needles when walking a notable amount, but no pain.   At this point, she had cut her medications back as follows:

Tramadol
4 per day

Paracetamol
4 per day

Ibuprofen
4 per day

Amitriptalene
has not taken this for 7 days

Gabapenten
has not taken this, as feeling so much better

She had not been able to reduce them more quickly due to the side effects she had in cutting back:  head rushes, hot & cold sweats and headaches.

Her fourth Bowen treatment was a fortnight after the third and Jennifer’s improvement had continued.  She was now free of left leg/foot pins & needles.  If she walked for a long way, she sometimes developed a bit of an ache in the outside of her left calf but could relieve this quickly by bending to the left at the waist for a few seconds and then carry on with the walk or activity without problem.  

She was continuing to cut back her medications also and was now taking only the following:  

Tramadol
2 per day, morning and bedtime

Paracetamol
1 per day, morning

Ibuprofen
1 per day, bedtime

Amitriptalene
has not taken this for 7 days

Gabapenten
has not taken any

She was still experiencing some medication withdrawal reactions, which is why she hadn’t yet completely stopped them:  a headache every other day pretty much, but she worked through it by drinking a few glasses of water.  Her constipation was now gone and she had been ‘back to normal’ for a week or two, a process that began with the first cutback of medications.  

Jennifer still comes for a Bowen ‘top-up’ about every 2½ months as an insurance policy, but hasn’t reported any pain or discomfort, or even restricted movement, in well over 18 months.  
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