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Praise for Graham Lawton:

‘Graham Lawton has created an unexpected literary genre: the compulsively readable medical reference book. You start with the things that currently plague you, and then you keep on reading, happily passing entire afternoons absorbed in the odd and revolting things our bodies serve up. Fool’s blackheads! Head eggs! Meibum! If laughter is the best medicine, a dose of Lawton ought to cure most of this stuff’. – Mary Roach, author of Stiff




About the Book

‘Think about it: when was the last time you enjoyed a day of perfect health? A day when there was nothing – absolutely nothing – wrong with you?

I’m not talking about the kind of illness that forces you to take to your bed or make an appointment to see the doctor. I’m talking about the mild, irksome, distracting illnesses and aches and pains that we put up with constantly. The NHS helpfully issues a leaflet listing twenty-one official minor ailments, but from my experience it’s woefully incomplete. So I’ve made my own list, and it has nearly 100 entries.’

Most of us feel slightly out of sorts a great deal of the time; maybe even every day. However, we often just regard our minor ailments as little more than what doctors would call a cervicalgia – a pain in the neck. But this book shows they deserve much more attention and respect.

Covering 100 ailments, Graham Lawton explains the latest scientific thinking about everything from blackheads to chilblains; dead legs to haemorrhoids; ear wax to hiccups; and hay fever to heat stroke. It’s a mixture of science, medicine, anecdotes and history and provides practical information about each ailment.

Understanding a little more about minor ailments should help us to get better faster – and maybe even avoid them in the first place.

So, mustn’t grumble. After all, what doesn’t kill you only makes you stronger.
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Introduction

In recent months I’ve been keeping a secret diary. Although its contents are a little embarrassing, I’ve kept it going in the name of science. I call it my ‘Mustn’t Grumble’ book – a daily litany of all my minor ailments. I won’t detain you with the slightly gruesome details, but some of the edited high-lights include a mild cold, a small but painful burn on my right thumb, a blister caused by my new trainers, a twitchy eyelid that lasted three days, a bout of diarrhoea, two zits and a stubbed toe. There’s also the ongoing saga of my sore shoulder and persistent athlete’s foot.

My diary rarely has a break. Since I started it, not one day has gone by when I had nothing at all to enter. And I can’t see one coming any time soon. Keeping a record has confirmed what I suspected – that I’m constantly ill. So are my wife and sons, and I think most of the rest of us are too. We’re not hypochondriacs; we’re just human, which means being a bit ill most of the time.

Which is very annoying. Like many people, I vaguely aspire to ‘wellness’ – that nebulous term that owes more to marketing than science. But if we define wellness as the absence of illness, then my goal is perpetually out of reach. Even more so in the strange new world in which we find ourselves. I’m writing this in autumn 2020, as the Covid-19 pandemic grinds ever onwards. One of its effects has been to make us all much more vigilant about our health in general, and minor symptoms in particular. And this, perhaps, has made us all much more conscious that we feel slightly out of sorts a great deal of the time.

Think about it: when was the last time you enjoyed a day of perfect health? A day when there was nothing – absolutely nothing – wrong with you?

I’m not talking about being ill ill, the kind of illness that forces you to take to your bed or make an appointment at the doctor’s (good luck with that – before the pandemic they were too busy dealing with other people’s minor ailments; now they’re too busy dealing with major ones). I’m referring to the mild, irritating illnesses and aches and pains that we put up with all the time. And there’s a lot that can go wrong. My personal diary of ailments has barely scratched the surface. I live in Britain where the National Health Service (NHS) long ago replaced the Church of England as the nation’s established religion – even more so after its Covid-19 heroics. The NHS helpfully issues a leaflet listing twenty-one official minor ailments, including colds, indigestion and backache, but from my experience it’s woefully incomplete. So I’ve made my own list, and it has nearly 100 entries.

On Christmas Day 2019, as the pandemic was brewing on the other side of the world, my wife and I went out for a walk in a local park and tried to think of any I’d missed.

‘Piles?’ she said.

‘Yep, I’ve got piles,’ I said.

‘Worms and nits?’

‘Yes, got worms and nits too. But not crabs.’

We got some very funny looks.

Minor ailments are a common topic of conversation between us – probably not the most frequent, but definitely in the top two. Again, I don’t think we’re unusual. Anthropologists who study small talk have found that, predictably, most social chit-chat is about the weather. But I bet if they eavesdropped on families, everyday health grumbles would win hands down. I don’t know of any actual research along those lines so will offer up an anecdote instead. My sister-in-law knows a couple who have a modified swear box in their house. Unlike a normal swear box, it is designed not as a deterrent against profanity but health grumbles. Anyone caught griping about a minor ailment has to pay a fine into it. It’s bulging with cash, enough to pay for an indefinite supply of over-the-counter remedies.

Many people don’t stop at grumbling. Around three-quarters of family doctor appointments in the UK are for eight of what the NHS calls ‘self-care conditions’: back pain, dermatitis, heartburn and indigestion, blocked noses, constipation, coughs, acne and sprains. In the US, about 25 million people a year visit their doctor with uncomplicated upper respiratory infections, a.k.a. common colds. The NHS is so fed up with people taking up doctors’ precious time with trivial complaints that it is training support staff – nurses, paramedics, medical assistants and pharmacists – to deal with them.

It’s worth noting at this point that there’s no scientific, medical or even legal definition of a minor ailment. As a rule of thumb, they are illnesses that resolve themselves or can be cured without heavy-duty medical intervention. But not always. Minor does not necessarily mean trivial. For some people — for example, those with a weakened immune system — minor ailments can progress to something much worse. Some are early symptoms of a more serious disease. So don’t assume that this book dismisses minor ailments. I’ve tried to keep the tone light, but it’s not always possible to draw a clear and distinct line.

It’s also worth noting that I’m a science writer, not a doctor* and thus not qualified to dispense personal medical advice. If you have a minor ailment that is affecting your quality of life, getting worse or otherwise troubling you, ignore me and go and see a medical professional.

Nonetheless, we usually regard minor ailments as little more than what doctors would call a cervicalgia – a pain in the neck. But I think they deserve more attention and respect.

Human biology is a fascinating subject, and one in which we all have a great personal interest. We can learn a lot about it from when things go a bit wrong. Consider one of the working titles of this book, Warts and All.* To understand warts requires a grasp of virology, genetics, immunology, anatomy and stem-cell biology, plus some knowledge of folklore and history. Knowing a little more about minor ailments should also help us to get better faster – or even avoid them in the first place.

Arguably they even deserve our gratitude. Victorious Roman generals employed slaves to whisper memento mori (‘remember that you will die’) in their ears during their victory parades, to keep them from resting on their laurels. This is how I see minor ailments: a constant, nagging reminder that we’re mortal, but that it could be worse, and one day it will be. So, mustn’t grumble. After all, what doesn’t kill you only makes you stronger.

_____________

* I often need to remind my wife of this. Since I started writing this book, she has treated me like her personal physician. I keep on telling her that even though I know a lot about minor ailments in general, I do not know about her minor ailments in particular, and can neither diagnose what ails her nor recommend a course of treatment. This is the difference between a scientist and a doctor.

* I also considered calling it What Doesn’t Kill You . . . but I know from previous experience that publishers do not like book titles with words such as ‘kill’ and ‘death’ in them. My previous book is called This Book Could Save Your Life, which is all about prolonging lifespan and healthspan through health and fitness. I wanted to call it This Book Could Postpone Your Death, which I argued was more attention-grabbing and also more honest. The publisher did not agree.
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