
Esther Gokhale helps Prudence Breitrose improve her posture during a private session.
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DAY OFF FROM CAREGIVING 
. . . Spouses and family members 
who are caregivers of stroke 
patients will get a day off compli-
ments of the Peninsula Stroke 
Association. “A Day Off from 
Caregiving” Retreat includes 
breakfast, lunch, snacks, mas-
sages, speakers and quiet per-
sonal time for reading, walking 
and knitting. The retreat will be 
held at the Jesuit Center in Los 
Altos on Aug. 17 from 9 a.m.to 
4:30 p.m. The day off is free of 
charge. To qualify, a minimum one 
year in the role of a primary care-
giver is required. Past participants 
who attended the event for free 
may re-enroll for $50. Call 650-
565-8485 or e-mail support@
psastroke.org.
TEN-HUT! . . . Increase agility, 
balance, flexibility, aerobic capac-
ity and muscle strength, while 
making new friends at Lifelong 
Fitness Challenge Camps, taking 
place Aug. 18-Sept. 27 and Sept. 
29-Nov. 8. The six-week sessions 
are for participants 50 and older. 
Fees range from $70 to $150, 
depending on the number of ses-
sions and if the participant is a 
member or nonmember. Camps 
take place at 8:30 a.m. at Cobb 
Field on the Stanford Campus, 
rain or shine. For more informa-
tion call 650-361-8282 or e-mail 
info@50plus.org.
OR THERE’S CAMP AVENIDAS 
. . .  Hands-on fitness, health, 
nutrition and health seminars for 
people 50 and older and exercise 
classes exploring a variety of fit-
ness approaches from country line 
dancing to qigong will take place 
Aug. 20-24 at Camp Avenidas,
which takes place at Peninsula 
Volunteers Little House, 800 Mid-
dle Ave., Menlo Park. A celebration 
picnic takes place at Foothills Park 
in Palo Alto on Aug. 24. Fee is 
$85 for Avenidas and Little House 
members and $105 for nonmem-
bers. To register or for information, 
call Judith Webb 650-289-5436 or 
visit www.avenidas.org.
PAIN AFTER STROKE . . .  is the 
topic of a discussion to be led by 
Raymond Gaeta, MD, at the Aug. 
23 Stanford Stroke Group meet-
ing. The talk takes place from 
5:30 to 7 p.m. at Stanford Hos-
pital, north cafeteria room on the 
first floor, 300 Pasteur Drive, Palo 
Alto. The meeting and lecture are 
open to the public. For informa-
tion, call the Peninsula Stroke 
Association 650-565-8485 or visit 
www.psastroke.org.
DEAR ABBY . . . Speaking from 
the heart, “Dear Abby” colum-
nist Jeanne Phillips will be the 
guest speaker at the 17th An-
nual One from the Heart Awards 
Breakfast, a fundraiser for the 
Pathways Hospice Foundation.
Pathways offers compassionate 
in-home health care for the dying 
and grief-support services. The 
event takes place Oct. 11. For 
more information, call 800-753-
3071.
Health Notes is a monthly 
feature announcing health and 
fitness events and news. Send 
news to Health & Fitness Editor 
Sue Dremann at sdremann@
paweekly.com.

Oh, my aching back!
Anthropological approach focuses on eliminating pain through posture, roots

by Rotem Ben-Shachar

B en Davidson, assistant dean 
of students at Stanford Uni-
versity, has always led an 

active lifestyle: dancing, running, 
swimming or hiking on a daily 
basis. But after straining his lower 
back in 1989, he began to gradually 
experience a decrease in mobility 
due to chronic back pain. 

Davidson had tried more than 15 
different types of treatment, both al-
ternative and traditional, including 
physical therapy, sports medicine, 
acupuncture, shiatsu and applied ki-

nesiology with no success. He also 
contemplated back surgery.

Then, he met Esther Gokhale and 
learned her method of using healthy 
posture to relieve pain.

“Before beginning treatment with 
Esther, I hadn’t experienced a day 
or night without pain in over a de-
cade,” he said. 

He never thought the method 
would be effective so quickly.   

“After working with Esther, I saw 
a remarkable improvement almost 
immediately. It changed my life. It 

gave me back my ability to be physi-
cally active and live without pain. I 
have an immense amount of grati-
tude to her,” he said.

Gokhale said she believes the 
root of chronic back pain, as well 
as neck, hip, and knee pain, is bad 
posture.

“Most back pain is addressable, in 
my experience. The only exception 
is irreversible genetic abnormalities, 
which are rare,” she said.

Gokhale teaches people how to 
reestablish their natural posture 

and maintain it 
through move-
ment. She borrows 
ideas from other 
disciplines includ-
ing the Alexander 
technique, Felden-
krais method, 
Pilates, yoga and 
dance, among oth-
ers. Ultimately, the 
Gokhale method is 
a way for people to 
return to the pos-
ture they had when 
they were babies 
— what is in their 
genes, she said. 

Gokhale focus-
es on lengthening 
and straightening 
muscles as op-
posed to shorten-
ing and straighten-
ing them. Patients 
focus on simple 

changes, including sitting with the 
tail bone out, as opposed to tucking 
the pelvis in. 

Halle Agdassi, a physician at the 
Palo Alto Medical Foundation who 
specializes in physical medicine 
and rehabilitation, has been refer-
ring patients to Gokhale for several 
years.

“It is a tool that people can use 
on an everyday basis to sit, stand 
and carry themselves. It’s an easy 
method to use in daily life. All my 
patients who have had lower back 
pain and used her method have had 
success,” she said. 

Gokhale’s anthropological and an-
atomical approaches set her method 
apart, according to Agdassi.

Traveling in Africa, Europe, Asia 
and South America, Gokhale stud-
ied traditional cultures that have 
low incidences of muscle and joint 
problems, and incorporated her ob-
servations into her technique. Cli-
ents emulate photographs of people 
with correct postures from around 
the world. 

“The less industrial a country, the 
more likely you are to find people 
with correct posture and move-
ment. In Chad, 5 percent of people 
suffer from back pain sometime in 
their lives; in the United States that 
number is 80 percent. My mission 
in life is to close that gap,” Gokhale 
said.

She also uses medical literature 
and anatomical arguments to back 
her ideas. Western and eastern ap-
proaches reflect both her interest in 
alternative medicine and her scien-
tific background. After graduating 
from Princeton University with a 
degree in biochemistry, Gokhale 
studied acupuncture at San Fran-
cisco College of Acupuncture and 
Oriental Medicine. 

But her lifelong dedication to 
understanding and addressing the 
root of back pain began when she 
had back problems of her own. 
When pregnant with her first child, 
Gokhale suffered from sciatica, with 
pain beginning in the hip and con-
tinuing down the leg. She underwent 
back surgery, but for years thereaf-
ter she continued to have recurring 
back pain.

She studied in Paris with yoga 
teacher Noelle Perez in Aplomb, 
a French movement-re-education 
technique that focused on posture; 
then traveled and studied the vari-
ous cultures with low incidence of 
back pain.

“I teach people to return to the 
normal shape of their spine and 
preserve it in their movement. Al-
most every person who takes my 
class grows one-quarter to one-half 
an inch from straightening out their 
spine,” she said.  

To achieve maximum success, her 
method must be taught using three 
components: the kinesthetic, visual 
and intellectual, she said.

“These three channels allow peo-
ple to not only feel the difference in 

(continued on page 22)
Esther Gokhale, left, helps Chloe Kamprath to bend using correct posture during a 
private session.
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For more information, visit www.wellstackedback.com or call (650) 324-3244.
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