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My Battle With Asthma

And how I won it after 75 years!
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My Battle With Asthma

Asthma free after seventy - five years of suffering
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How I discovered that Asthma was not the life sentence I believed it was. 




I have had asthma all my life, at least from the age of five years old. Each and every doctor I visited in Dublin, Ireland had the same statement. “I am sorry to have to tell  you that you have asthma and there is no cure for it. The good news is that you will not die from it and there is a possibility that you may outgrow it. A lot of children do, others are stuck with it all through their lives.”

I was too young at the time to realize the sentence that was being passed down on me but my mother knew only too well what it meant. She knew several people suffering from the same complaint[image: image6.jpg]
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. We suffered a variety of symptoms but the most common were coughing, wheezing, congestion and the awful breathlessness that asthma brings. To make matters worse, there was no known remedy.

My mother was told to keep me warm and to try not to let me catch colds. I was given prescriptions for cough mixtures, cod-liver oil and malt, Scots emulsion, and linseed oil poultices applied as hot as I could bear it to my chest and back. I have had my chest painted with iodine, had Vics vapour rub spread over my chest and throat and applied to my nostrils. I have inhaled Potter’s asthma powder which was placed on a saucer and ignited and I then inhaled the smoke. I have smoked asthma cigarettes which could be purchased at the local chemist shop.

My mother and her sister, my aunt, took me to every hospital in Dublin in the hopes of finding a doctor who would provide the magic answer to my complaint and perhaps come up with a cure. Once, my mother took me to a herbalist, who lived on a farm in Rathfarnham, County Dublin. This lady, who had been recommended to my mother as a very competent herbalist, tried in vain to help me.

A doctor at Sir Patrick Dunn’s hospital suggested I see a sinus specialist, which I did, and the result was a work out on my nose that was a terrible ordeal. A syringe was pushed up my nose to clean out the sinuses...I thought my brains were being sucked out! It did nothing for my asthma.

A couple of years earlier my doctor wanted to cut out my tonsils; a very popular event in those days. I strongly objected and kicked up such a commotion  when I got to the hospital that mother decided against it. To this day I still have my tonsils intact. 

When I was in my early teens, a doctor who was a very good friend of my dad’s gave me a hypodermic syringe and a small bottle of adrenaline chloride and showed me how to inject it into the muscle of my arm whenever i got a severe attack. I tried to show my mother how to do it but she could not bring herself to do it. She said she was scared, consequently I had to do the job myself which was no easy matter while trembling violently and gasping for breath. My hand would be shaking while I tried to insert the needle into my arm. Once it was in my arm, I could feel the adrenalin creep up my arm like a cold stream which travelled across my neck and down into my chest. The effect was almost instantaneous. As soon as it hit my chest, my breathing would return to normal. Unfortunately after a few hours the attack would return with a vengeance and I would have to give myself another needle. 

It became obvious that although the adrenalin gave me fast relief, it was a waste of time. What good was it to me if I had to keep on taking it every few hours. It only gave me temporary relief. I decided to stop taking the adrenaline and let the attack take its course, which lasted three or four days.

I would not eat anything during my asthma attacks. If I did, I paid dearly for it as it made my breathing all the more difficult. I would satisfy myself with some tea and a little bread and butter until after the attack. When the attack was over I would breath as normal until the next one, anywhere from a few weeks to a few months apart.

I was recommended to a Doctor Fitzpatrick who lived near Mount Argues Chapel in Dublin. I was informed that he was having some success in treating asthma. I decided to go and see him to find out if it was true. I asked him straight out if he could help me. He assured that he could. I was happy at last to meet a doctor with a positive attitude.

He gave me a course of injections over a period of six weeks. Each injection getting larger that the preceding one. After each injection I would get an attack. The doctor warned me that this would happen. I told him that I could take it if it was going to help me in the end and he assured me that it would. After the first injection I got a very severe attack, which under ordinary circumstances would have deterred me from going back to him. But I was no quitter, I was determined to give it a fair try. 

I liked this doctor. He was sincere and I trusted him. I had a feeling that at last I had found someone that was going to cure me. I attended him religiously for six weeks. After the last injection, which was a large one, I did not get the usual attack. Whatever it was in those injections, it was working.

I thanked him with all my heart and asked him how much I owed him. He just smiled and said “You don’t owe me anything, just say a little prayer for me now and then.” He shook me by the hand and told me that I would be just fine from now on and if there was any change and I got asthma again to come back to him and he would fix me up. ‘What a  Christian gentleman.’ I thought. He knew that I did not have a job and could not afford to pay him much although I know that my mother would have found the money somehow to pay him for his services. And all he wanted was a few prayers. My faith in humanity was restored.

I felt on top of the world as I left his office, so much so that I decided to go to work in England. I was part of the human race again. But unfortunately my asthma was to return.

It was during the second world war and London was not the safest place to be with all the bombs dropping. But I had suffered so much all through my childhood, I did not care. I was young and eager to live life to the fullest. If I was going to die, I would rather go with my boots on.

I went to an employment agency in St. Stephen’s Green in Dublin and signed up with the Great Western Railway in London. My mother was heart-broken but she understood my feelings. “I will pray for you.”she said as she saw me off on the tram which was to take me to the boat to Kingston. There had been a lull in the bombings over London in the past few weeks but soon after I arrived the German’s commenced bombing London. Not a kind welcome from Hitler!

I went to work on Paddington Station and being one of the main line stations, it was an inevitable taraget  and got a lot of attention from the German air force. The climate in London seemed to agree with me much better that Dublin and the asthma attacks were kept at bay. If I did get one it was less severe and hardly noticeable.

The treatment I got from the doctors in England was ephedrine tablets. They were small white pills that were very bitter. I would take one if I felt an attack was brewing and those little pills did the job and nipped the attack in the bud. I was happy to be free from asthma. I had enough to think about with the bombs dropping all around Paddington where I lived and worked.

My intentions were to live, work and enjoy life the best way I could. I did have some very narrow escapes, which is another story I talk about in my auto-biography which I am currently writing.

I came to Canada in nineteen fifty-six, with my wife Betty and our three young daughters. The asthma was still with me. For some reason the ephedrine tablets were taken off  the market. I was on a puffer called Breathe Easy, which I found helpful but it too was removed from the market. I could not understand why there was no research going on to find a cure for asthma. It seemed that all the resources were funneled into finding cures for other diseases.

Eventually Ventolin came on the market together with many other new drugs. All of which I tried, including Prednisone which worked well and seemed to be a wonder drug. The only drawback was the side effects and it was very difficult to get off once your body was used to it.

In 2002 my asthma took a turn for the worse and I was ending up in the emergency more frequently. In 2005, I was in and out of hospital about eight times. I thought I was dying. I said to my brother Sean “I think I am heading for the last roundup.” I was taking Prednisone, Ventolin, Symbicourt and a nebulizer which I carried with me wherever I went in the trunk of my car to use in emergencies. I could not walk ten steps without getting out of breath. Once my daughters took me to the local home show and I had to be pushed around in a wheelchair. If they took me to a grocery store I would have to lean on  the cart to get around. I could not live on my own as my health was too poor.This was not like me. I couldn’t believe what was happening.

My doctors were doing all they could for me. My lung function was just thirty percent. My doctor told my daughter that I had COPD and early emphysema and that it could not be reversed. 

A good friend of mine, John Cleary, and  my daughter, Christine both went on the internet at the same time to try to find me some help and  they discovered The Buteyko Breathing Method . This breathing therapy developed in Russia over fifty years ago is very effective in eliminating asthma.

It was developed by Professor Konstantin Buteyko in 1952. He discovered that asthma was simply a defense mechanism which is caused by over-breathing or hyperventilating. He learned that if you train a patient to breathe the correct volume of air then the symptoms asthma would slowly go away. Eventually the patient becomes asthma free and then they can also reduce or get rid of  their medications altogether. 

The therapy is relatively new here in Canada. It has just been here about six years.

Christine discovered that there was a Buteyko practitioner in Victoria who was coming to Vancouver to teach a workshop. She registered me to attend but I was once again in the hospital when the time came. I was so looking forward to the workshop but unfortunately I could not attend. I was very disappointed with this turn of events and I asked my daughter to go in my stead and report back to me what she learned.

She agreed to do so and came up to see me in the hospital each evening to tell me what she had learned. She explained that it all about how we breathed, and that we must breathe less and breathe only through out nose. She would then demonstrate what she learned. 

On her next visit she surprised me by bringing along the practitioner, Christine Bauman. She had been an asthmatic herself and took the breathing course in Australia with the usual great success. She has had no symptoms for  six years and no longer needs medication. She was so impressed that she became a practitioner to help others. 

Christine encouraged me to start gradually doing the exercises. I was too ill to do anything more. I made up my mind that I was going to do them and I started to work on them daily. At first I found them difficult, after all I had asthma all my life and did not expect miracles. After being discharged I continued on with the exercises and I gradually got better and better. I am happy to say that, eighteen months later, I have not had one asthma attack since learning the method.

I was so excited be the results, that I said to my daughter, ‘If I was twenty years younger, I would go to Russia and train myself to become a practitioner.’  Then a thought came to me, I turned to her and said “Why don’t you take the training? It would be a wonderfully rewarding career, helping to heal asthma sufferers with a natural remedy?”

Christine didn’t hesitate at my suggestion as she had seen for  herself the results and she was excited to travel to Europe to learn the method. This did not surprise me as she is very kind and understanding person always looking out for the benefit of others. She would have made a wonderful doctor if only she had the opportunity. 

She decided to go to Ireland where there was a trainer authorized by the original Buteyko Clinic in Moscow to teach practitioners.  Ireland is a very small country but there are several Buteyko clinics throughout the country. Her trainer, Patrick McKeown, had asthma all his life until he discovered The Buteyko Method eight years ago. He has now been asthma free for that long.  

This was further proof that she was on the right path. Christine finished her training and is now a Certified Buteyko Practitioner. She teaches the method in Vancouver and Richmond on a regular basis.

I am happy to say, that I am now also asthma free. I have no cause to use my nebulizer and I am completely off  Prednizone. I also no longer need Ventolin although I do carry it in case of an emergency. My lung function, which my doctor said couldn’t be raised, has gone up fifty per cent as of September 2007. My doctors are amazed.

In the few years prior to learning the method, I was a constant visitor to the emergency ward and was often hospitalized. I could not walk half a block with out getting puffed. Now I walk a brisk forty-five minutes daily. I feel better and look better than I have in ten years, much to everyone’s amazement. I had asthma all my life; for seventy-five years. I wish I had heard of Doctor Buteyko years ago and it would have saved me a lot of suffering and money. 

I wholeheartedly recommend and endorse the Buteyko Breathing Method to all people who suffer from asthma, no matter what their age. It has given me back my life. I battled my whole life to overcome asthma. When I tried Buteyko I wasn’t looking for a cure, I just wanted to feel better. But, by practicing this method, I can  finally say that I have won the battle for good.

Tom Byrne - 01/03/2008
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