
568  American Family Physician www.aafp.org/afp	 Volume 92, Number 7 ◆ October 1, 2015

A Family Physician Confronts Parkinson Disease
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for contributing to this 
feature can be found in 
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authors.
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with assistance from Amy 
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Jo Marie Reilly, MD; and 
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A collection of Close-ups 
published in AFP is avail-
able at http://www.aafp.
org/afp/closeups.

COMMENTARY

It is distressing to watch a colleague suffer, especially 
when illness progresses quickly. I have known Dr. Felz 
as a physician, teacher, backpacker, distance runner, and 
medical missionary to Papua New Guinea. His telltale 
slumped posture, shuffling gait, and slow motions of 
Parkinson disease seemed to age him right before my 
eyes. Thankfully, his response to physical therapy and 
medication has restored a good bit of his former veloc-
ity and amplitude of movement. As his family physician, 
I am delighted to watch as my colleague regains his 
trademark vim and vigor.

THAD WILKINS, MD

RESOURCES

For patients

National Parkinson Foundation 
http://www.parkinson.org

Parkinson’s Disease Foundation: Parkinson’s fact sheets  
http://www.pdf.org/en/factsheets

For physicians

Gazewood JD, Richards DR, Clebak K. Parkinson disease: 
an update. Am Fam Physician. 2013;87(4):267-273.

National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke 
http://www.ninds.nih.gov/disorders/parkinsons_
disease ■

Close-ups
A Patient’s Perspective

My experience started with changes in 
the movement of my left leg. My stride 
shortened, and my left foot stuck to the 
sidewalk when I walked, as if glued with 
honey. My thighs felt heavy and weak, 
reminiscent of the 12 marathons I had 
run. I wondered what all of this could 
be at only 63 years of age.

The stiffness and slowness in my 
leg worsened. My back slumped for-
ward, and my arms hung flexed at my 
side with scant swing. I lumbered awk-
wardly, like a gorilla plodding beneath a 
backpack of wet gravel. My handwriting 
shrank. A friend compared the symp-
toms with those of a stroke. Family 
members commented on my shuffling gait. A patient asked, “What’s wrong with your legs?”

The clincher was the slow rhythmic tremor of my left thumb, which I first noticed during 
church. Was this really me? Rigidity? Bradykinesia? Postural disturbance? And now tremor? 
Could I really have Parkinson disease? Six months down the road: dread and denial, secrecy 
and silence. My long-term role as physician, husband, and father hung in limbo.

Finally, I consulted a neurologist specializing in movement disorders. Educational mate-
rials from the National Parkinson Foundation were quite encouraging. I became aware 
of physical and occupational therapies that incorporate stretching, dexterity, and balance 
exercises. I learned that deep brain implants can provide significant benefit, and that stem 
cell transplantation of fetal precursor neurons has the potential for functionally integrated 
and clinically relevant outcomes. I have enrolled in a large multicenter international double-
blind research trial of a dopamine agonist. Perhaps new restorative horizons and firmer hope 
are around the corner. Just maybe, Parkinson disease’s relentless neurodegeneration need 
not be so inevitable.—MICHAEL FELZ, MD

Dr. Felz thanks Patrick H. Henry, MD, for his timely mentoring.

Downloaded from the American Family Physician website at www.aafp.org/afp. Copyright © 2015 American Academy of Family Physicians. For the private, noncom-
mercial use of one individual user of the website. All other rights reserved. Contact copyrights@aafp.org for copyright questions and/or permission requests.


	_GoBack

