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The agony of
the migraine

I’LL never forget the day
my Dad came home with a
bit of the Berlin Wall. He
was often away on busi-
ness trips when we were
kids and he’d always bring
me and my brother back a
giant stick of Toblerone or a
chunk of a structure from
wherever he’d been.

And while we would
probably have preferred
Sonic the Hedgehog or
Terminator 2 when he ar-
rived back from Germany,
we hid our disappointment.

No, seriously, we forgave
him after a couple of weeks
and quite came to appreci-
ate that what we now pos-
sessed was a key piece of
hi s t o r y.

I think I started under-
valuing our chip of con-
crete that day when every-
body in my primary school
class was asked to bring in
something historical they
had at home, research it
and explain its relevance.

“Ah Ha!” I thought. “I’ve
got the perfect thing.”

As we were heading off
to school my mother
stopped me at the door.

“Where are you going
with that Toblerone?” she
asked. I explained the situ-
ation and she advised me
to bring in the piece of the
Berlin Wall instead.

Was my ‘wall’ the best
historical item brought into
the classroom that morn-
ing? I’d have to say it was
a tie.

Me: “What did you bring
in?”

Other guy: “A piece of
some wall from Germany.

Me: “What about you?”
Some other guy: “Same

here.”
One classmate did bring

in some old All-Ireland
medals, but for the rest of
us it was pretty much all
‘wall’.

Now, when I’m intro-
duced to a new person, I
make a point of asking
them if they have some
‘wall’. I am rarely disap-
pointed with their answer.

I think this particular his-
torical souvenir is accept-
able simply because the
fall of the Berlin Wall is
seen as a “good thing”.
Five years on from the
September 11 disaster, I
have yet to come across
anyone with debris from
the World Trade Centre.
Would it be too morbid?

Some people do have
mementos from Ground
Zero. A US Justice Depart-
ment investigation in 2004
revealed that the former
head of the New York office
of the FBI, Barry Mawn,
asked and received an
American flag and a piece
of marble from the debris
as a retirement gift. While

US Defence Secretary
Donald Rumsfeld has a
shard of metal from the jet-
liner that struck the
Pentagon in his office.

The report stated FBI
agents who worked in New
York expressed their revul-
sion that visiting agents
and supervisors would
seek souvenirs from the
terrorist attacks “and were
disgusted that anyone
would want to take pieces
of the building that were
contaminated with blood
and human body parts.”

Yes, the whole “human
body parts” bit is probably
where I would draw the line
as well. But, then again,
I’ve never been much of a
collec t o r.

What I would like is a
new desk and chair.

My laptop computer
rests on a rickety old piece
of furniture as I type this, at
home, while the chair I sit
in is functional, though
hardly inspiring. If some
wealthy admirer out there
could rustle up a million
euro he/she could buy me
the oak desk and chair that
belonged to Adolf Hitler,
which will soon be put up
for auction in London ac-
cording to various news
stories last week.

Now, I don’t really want
Hitler’s furniture, though
there are obvious benefits:
any desk you buy else-
where you will have to put
together yourself probably,
while there would be im-
mense satisfaction to be
got from carving a swastika
into it with your compass,
so it could be on a par with
every boys’ school desk in
the country.

But, for me, this historic-
al artefacts game is a
sellers’ market. I base this
on a discovery I made at
www.berlin-wall.net. Here
you can “Celebrate the vic-
tory of freedom over Com-
munist tyranny with a
genuine piece of Berlin
Wall, mounted on a walnut
plaque with a brass name-
plate and a numbered cer-
tificate of authenticity. Ber-
lin Wall makes a great gift
for any occasion including
Christmas, anniversaries,
birthdays and corporate re-
cognition, or that special
‘thank you’.”

Small pieces cost US$55
while “Executive-Size”
pieces set you back a mere
US$175. Yes, what says “I
love you” more than
something that symbolises
the end of Communist
tyranny? That’s why I’m
selling my “wall” to any bid-
ders out there starting at
the price of €30 or a Clive
Allen sticker from 1988.

Not interested? I also
have a lot of Toblerone.

F ORGETTING to
bring your
favourite brand
of painkiller on

your honeymoon might
not normally result in
someone ending up in
hospital.

Unfortunately that is
exactly what happened
to one Cork newlywed
who suffers from mi-
g raine.

Mary Phelan was 20
years old when she got
her first migraine.
Having sailed through
her childhood and teen-
age years the sudden
onset of blinding pain
brought on by migraine
came as a complete
s hock.

“I can remember
studying for my Masters
in Belfast and just
banging my head re-
peatedly off a locker, in
an effort to get away
from the pain,” recalls
Mary, who is now 45.

Twenty-five years
later and now an occu-
pational psychologist,
Mary can recount nu-
merous episodes in
which migraine has af-
fected her daily life.

From using rolled-up
socks as a pressure ball
against her eye, to lying
upside down in bed dig-
ging her skull into the

mattress, the mother of
three has tried
everything in a bid to
seek relief from the
pain.

“Syndol used to be the
painkiller to get and be-
cause one of its side-ef-
fects was drowsiness, it
meant you would sleep
through the pain.

“But if you ran out of
a pack it would mean
panic stations,” she de-
cla re s.

Unfortunately panic
erupted while the Cork
woman was on honey-
moon in France.

“Our honeymoon was
wrecked. With all the
fuss about the wedding I
simply forgot to pack
some Syndol and they
hadn’t heard of it in
France. So I ended up
spending the first day
and the last night of our
holiday in hospital,” she
wryly reflects.

Migraine affects at

least 10% of the Irish
population — including
an estimated 60,000
people in Cork city and
county — and is ranked
by the World Health Or-
ganisation as one of the
20 leading causes of dis-
ability worldwide.

Dr Eddie O’Sullivan,
clinical director of the
Headache/Mig raine
Clinic in Cork Uni-
versity Hospital, says
migraine attacks can
last from four to 72
ho u r s.

He says: “Although a
severe one-sided head-
ache is the distinctive
symptom of an attack,
other typical symptoms
include nausea, vomit-
ing and ultra-sensitivity
to light; noise and
smells affect the major-
ity of people.”

Medical advance-
ments have seen an im-
provement in the provi-
sion of preventative

measures and pain
relief for migraine suf-
ferers. Triptans are the
migraine-specific, pre-
scription-only drugs
that became available in
the 1990s. A major
breakthrough in mi-
graine treatment, these
drugs target specific
groups of serotonin re-
ceptors in the brain that
are known to be closely
involved in migraine at-
tacks. There are four
Triptan drugs available
in Ireland and they have
been shown to be effect-
ive in up to 80% of
cases, usually within
two hours if taken
ea rl y .

For Mary Phelan a
niggling pain around
the eyes marks the
onset of an attack that
usually lasts three days.

While the arrival of
such painkillers is a
welcome one for suffer-
ers, the reality is that
one tablet costs €9 — a
factor, which Mary says
has to be taken into ac-
count each month.

“There is light at the
end of the tunnel but
you really need a great
network of support,”
she says.

She is keen for em-
ployers in particular to
acquaint themselves
with the facts surround-
ing migraine in a bid to
make it easier for em-
ployees who suffer from
the illness.

“It’s so much more
than a headache, it’s a
neurological condition,”
she declares.

This message is re-it-
erated by the Migraine
Association of Ireland,
which found in a survey
last month that mi-
graine costs the Irish
economy at least €240
million per annum in
lost productivity.

“The importance of
getting an accurate and
early diagnosis cannot
be understated,” says
Dr O’Sullivan, “many
treatments exist for mi-
graine, but failure to
consult early means
that people are suffering
unnecessarily.”
● For more information
contact the Migraine As-
sociation on (01) 8064121
or www.migraine.ie.
They can put you in
touch with the Cork Mi-
graine Support Group.

By LOUISE GEANEY

“Our honeymoon was wrecked. With all the fuss
about the wedding I simply forgot to pack some
Syndol and they hadn’t heard of it in France. So I
ended up spending the first day and the last
night of our holidays in hospital.”

Migraine sufferer Mary Phelan and inset, sunglasses are essential as exposure to
bright light can bring on a migraine. Picture: Larry Cummins


