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Stress and Health

Some twenty years ago I became a guinea pig in a behavior 
modification experiment at the University of Colorado Medical 
School . When I was 30 to 35 (1945-50) I found that I had a 
moderate elevation of blood pressure. When Janet and I moved to 
Boulder in 1948 from the high altitudes of Climax (11,500 feet 
above sea level), I expected that the lower altitude would 
alleviate the problem. But it did not. After a year or two I 
began a regime of chemical control of my hypertension.

Later I talked with my close friend Theodore E. Puck, a 
research scientist at the University Medical School . He 
encouraged me to enroll in an experimental group to see if blood 
pressure can be brought down using biofeedback and relaxation 
exercises. For a year and a half I went twice a week to the 
medical school to be wired up for one-and-a-half hours, while I 
went through a sequence of word and muscle exercises deemed likely 
to produce changes— like warming of my fingers, relaxation of my 
facial muscles, and changes in my brain wave patterns.

For months nothing worked. I clenched my fists till they 
hurt, then let them go and savored the sensations. I invoked 
pastoral images, I recited soothing phrases prompted by a tape 
recorder. The experimenters had me hold my hands in icewater till 
I could no longer to! erate it, then they encouraged me feel the 
joy of their liberation from the cold stress. All to no avail in 
teaching me how to produce deep relaxation.

Then, one day in January, about eight months into the 
program, it suddenly happened. I felt a glorious sensation of 
calm and repose— I felt as if floating on a soft white cloud.
Lo and behold, the encephalogram being made in the adjacent lab 
showed the onset of slow alpha brain waves. From that day 
forward, I was able to reinduce the "relaxation response" more or 
less at will. Since then I have used the relaxation technique 
regularly, and it has became a part of my everyday life.

The benefits are many. No longer do I suffer sleeplessness 
from jet lag. I do not now feel angry or hostile when people 
treat me outrageously. My blood pressure is in the normal range, 
even though I still, at my doctor's advice, take mild medication.

Shortly later I learned of the research of Dr. Herbert 
Benson, a cardiologist at Harvard Medical School, to explore what 
he called "the relaxation response" and how it can be induced by 
meditation, prayer, and other techniques. I was convinced of its 
potential for medical practice, and as a trustee of a private

C759 CC936 WALT ROBERTS (Walt R.,759) 10/ 7/S9 6s 13 PM L:69
KEYS:/PROVOCATIONS NO. 282/

Page 1



Prov-28

-foundation supported a research grant to Denson's newly created 
"Mind-Body Institute" to explore the effect. Though the efficacy 
of meditation had been touted from pre-Christian times, little 
scientific effort had been devoted to it. Some medical 
practitioners even regarded the idea as quackery.

I have now joined the Scientific Advisory Board of Benson's 
institute, and and have just come from my first meeting with the 
group. I am convinced that vast benefits may come from the 
research. In the future, treatment treatment not only of 
hypertension but of a host of tension-related diseases may yield 
far-reaching bounties. Indeed, we may find that far more 
illnesses than now believed are worsened by tensions that can be 
reduced by bringing about the relaxation response. If so, the 
results may bring improvements of life quality for millions, and 
at modest costs compared to present medical procedures.
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