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Memories Slip, but Golf Is Forever

Alzheimer’s Patients

Perk Up On Qutings
to the Greens

By MATTHEW FUTTERMAN

illions of golf

enthusiasts who

will watch the

Masters Tourna-

ment this weekend
have waxed endlessly about
the game’'s mystical power and
its hold on the human mind. A
handful of people with Alzheim-
er’s disease, no longer able to
dress or nourish themselves
without assistance, are proving
them right.

A little after 9 a.m. last week,
Wardell Johnston declared he
wanted to be left alone. Confused
and annoyed by the activities
and tasks confronting him, the
87-year-old Alzheimer's sufferer
shut his door at the Silverado
Senior Living home in Belmont,
Calif.

Just hours later, Mr. Johnston
was measuring the uphill, right-
to-left break on a 12-foot putt and
knocking his hall into the hole.
Then the former civil engineer,
who played the game regularly
as a younger man, ambled over
to the driving range. He grabbed
a six iron and practiced chipping
with the sort of easy, stress-free
swing duffers half his age could
learn something from.

“I quit,” he said with a cocky
grin after each successful shot.
Then he deftly cradled another
ball with his club, moving it into
position for the next stroke. “I
haven't played a lot lately,” he
added. “I should, though. I've
still got all the strokes.”

Anyone who has dealt with
people suffering from mid- to
late-stage Alzheimer’s knows how
difficult it can be to transport
someone from fear and confu-

sion to contentment and lucidity.
But at Silverado, caregivers have
stumbled onto a fechnique that
works nearly every time -- a
golf outing. They run through a
series of putting drills, knocking
the ball around with the wonder
of small children playing the
game for the first time, which
is how many of them experi-
ence it each week. For those who
played the game when they were
younger, swinging a club often
sparks a startling transforma-
tion, however fleeting, that can
make them seem like regular old
folks again.

Experts in Alzheimer's say
these weekly golf outings illus-
trate an individualized method
of an increasingly popular
treatment known as behavioral
therapy. Behavioral therapy
has been around for more than
a decade, but personalizing the
treatment to a patient’s inter-
ests is less common. Rather
than providing the same series
of experiences to every patient,
caregivers have begun to search
for activities patients enjoyed
when they were younger, and to
allow the patients to experience
them again.

“This is motor memory
for these people, and usually
you don't lose that,” said Carl
Cotman, a professor of neurology
at the University of California
at Irvine. Dr. Cotman, who has
done research on freatment
programs at assisted-living facil-
ities throughout the country, said
structured, individually focused
experiences, especially ones that
include off-site exercise like the
golf outing, are rare. “It needs to
be more common,” he said.

Silverado and other assisted-
living facilities often use activi-
ties like dancing or playing
music to stimulate their resi-
dents. Like golf, such activi-
ties have proved helpful in both
making people with dementia

When one of her 10-footers rolled into the hole, Joan Brown, 82, looked
up with bemused surprise. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘such perseverance.

feel competent and generating
periods of lucidity.

The problem is that personal-
izing activities for each Alzheim-
er’s patient can be expensive.
And playing sports has usually
been deemed too difficult,
since it often requires a level of
balance and coordination - think
of riding a bicycle or hitting a
tennis ball -- that people in the
later stages of dementia no
longer possess.

The golf swing, however,
shows staying power in the
human mind. “Golf is all about

memory, and not just the motion
of the swing, but your score
and the club you hit and from
how many yards you were from
the hole,” said Bert Hayslip
Jr., a psychology professor at
the University of North Texas
who has studied Alzheimer’s
sufferers. “There is something
about that game that imprints
itself on people’s minds.”

The rule for memory among
brain specialists is “first in, last
out.” The things we learn first
- our names, for instance -- are
the memories we hold on to the
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longest. John Daly, director for
the geriatric medicine fellowship
training program at the University
of California at San Diego, said
explicit memories -- what you had
for breakfast or even the current
appearance of a spouse or a child
- are stored in the cerebral cortex.
Alzheimer’s usually affects this
part of the brain first. Skills like
swinging a golf club or playing
a musical instrument are part
of what is referred to as implicit
or procedural memory, which is
centered in the cerebellum and
other areas of the brain. These
are often some of the last memo-
ries Alzheimer’s patients lose.

Push Alzheimer’s sufferers to
remember or recognize things
they no longer do, and they will
often become agitated, as most
people do when they are being
forced to understand something
that is confusing. But give them
an activity that once brought
about true pleasure, and the agita-
tion can dissipate, their minds can
clear, and memories related to
that activity can return.

“It's very innovative,” Dr. Daly
said of Silverado’s golf outings,
“and it's the sort of thing we're
going to need to see a lot more of.”

Currently, as many as 5.3
million Americans suffer from
Alzheimer’s, a number that is
expected to rise to about 15 million
by 2050, according to the national
Alzheimer’s Association. The
most well-off can afford to live
their final years in a place like
Silverado, a $6,000-a-month facility
with lush gardens, carpeted
bedrooms resembling those in
small hotels, pets, and an array
of activities and entertainment to
keep residents stimulated.

No one had thought to take
the residents on an outing to a
real golf course until Maryam
Mahbod, an administrator, met

a golf professional named Gerry
Benton at a Bay Area concert
last year. Ms. Mahbod told Mr.
Benton she wanted to take a group
of them to the golf course where
Mr. Benton teaches in Cupertino,
about 20 miles south of Belmont.
Mr. Benton, an easygoing Cali-
fornian with a yin-yang stud in
his left ear, thought even a bad
day on the golf course would beat
another afternoon in an assisted-
living facility.

Before they arrived at Deep
Cliff Golf Course for the first time,
Mr. Benton set up a series of drills
on the practice green that he uses
to teach young children, such as a
tic-tac-toe grid and a croquet-like
series of arches. He said he wasn't
surprised by the physical abili-
ties of the Alzheimer's sufferers.
“You've got a stick, a ball and
a hole, and there is something
primal about that,” Mr. Benton
said. “That's how this game
started, with a bunch of bored
shepherds sitting around in Scot-
land knocking rocks.”

For Joan Brown, an elegant,
82-year-old Alzheimer's sufferer,
the chance to hold a club and putt
for a while is like a powerful mood-
altering drug.

Ms. Brown's son, Steven,
moved her to Silverado last year
because she kept wandering away
from the assisted-living facilities
where she had been staying. She
needed a place where the staff
would monitor her 24 hours a day.
Last Wednesday morning, terror
gripped Ms. Brown at the thought
of heading out for an afternoon
of golf. “T can't do that,” she said,
shaking her head and growing
agitated. “I've never played golf
before. . . . No, I can’t do that
at all.” Like Mr. Johnston, she
wanted to be left alone.

But just after noon, as Ms.
Brown and her son began tapping
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Wardell Johnston and other residents of the Silverado Senlor Living home find therapy on the links.

balls toward their targets on the
putting green at Deep Cliff, she
spoke of how she had learned
to play as a child in Calgary,
Canada. Her father, a Scot, was
a committed golfer, she said.
She recalled taking lessons from
a local pro and talked about the
weekly ladies rounds she played.
“I could always hit the ball long.”
she said.

Noticing a few small dogs on a
leash nearby, she remarked that
they weren't allowed on the golf
course, and that the managers
probably weren'’t too happy about
them being there. When one of her
10-footers rolled into the hole, she
looked up with bemused surprise
and batted her blue eyes. “Oh,”
she said, “such perseverance.”

Glenn Peterman, 89, had spent
most of the morning at Silverado
nearly immobile on a park bench,
his watery right eye tearing
uncontrollably. Mr. Peterman,
another former golfer, uses a
walker and has trouble standing

up. He delivers one-word answers
-- mostly “yes” -- to most ques-
tions. Asked about his family, Mr.
Peterman gazed upward like an
8-year-old who's just been handed
a calculus problem.

At Deep Cliff, Mr. Peterman
shunned a golf cart for a walk
down a steep path to the practice
area. With the help of a caregiver,
he stood over a ball, used his club
for a moment of support, then
began stroking the ball toward
the hole, silently negotiating the
required speed and distance with
each successive shot. If one shot
went too hard, his next swing
would be softer, and vice versa.
There was even the hint of a smile
when the occasional putt dropped
in. His right eye was tear-free.

After a few minutes, Mr.
Peterman grew tired and sat on a
nearby bench.

He used to play a lot of golf, he
said. “I played with my children,”
he said, “Larry and Mike.”



