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For soldiers dealing with PTSD and other issues,
the military has endorsed a novel treatment:
a form of mindful meditation known as iRest

Ben King's troubles vegn

with severe pain in his shoulders and neck.
Assuming that his bed was causing the dis-
comfort, he tried three different mattresses
without any relief.

A few months later, he started to feel crush-
ing anxiety when he tried to fall asleep at night.

It was 2008, and the former Army ser-
geant had been home for less than a year after
serving in the Iraq War. The euphoria he felt
immediately upon his return had given way
to mood swings and crying fits, often trig-
gered by nothing more than an ofthand com-
ment from his fiancée.

“It would be the littlest of things that
would turn into this cataclysmic event,” says
King, 32, who lives in Friendship Heights
with Alena, 31, now his wife. “And I just
couldn’t do anything about it.”

King became adept at self-medicating,
drinking heavily and taking Tylenol PM for
his insomnia. Leery of prescription drugs,
he began experimenting with nonmedical
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approaches, including yoga classes at the gym
where he worked as a personal trainer.

Yoga lessened the physical pain, but King
still sought an end to the emotional turbu-
lence that had become part of his daily life.
A friend suggested a guided meditation class
tailored specifically for soldiers at the Wash-
ington D.C. Veterans Affairs Medical Center.
Known as yoga nidra, this meditation prac-
tice is among the alternative therapies the
military has endorsed in recent years to help
veterans deal with post-traumatic stress dis-
order (PTSD), chronic pain and insomnia.

King began attending the class early last
year, learning techniques to separate himself
from the negative thoughts related to his time
in a war zone. He began drawing parallels
between preparing for combat and preparing
for life after combat.

“I started to see more clearly how my
mind could be influenced by training simi-
larly to the way my body could be influenced
by training,” King says.
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was curious
enough about yoga nidra that the Depart-
ment of Defense conducted a study at the
Walter Reed Army Medical Center in
Northwest D.C. (now Walter Reed National
Military Medical Center in Bethesda).
The study explored its impact on soldiers
returning from Iraq and Afghanistan who
had been diagnosed with PTSD.

The department then asked psycho-
therapist Richard Miller to develop a
yoga nidra protocol specifically for the
military. Miller is a pioneer in under-
standing how mindful meditation can
heal trauma and is founder and exec-
utive director of the California-based
Integrative Restoration Institute.

Miller and military leaders renamed
the practice “integrative restoration,” or
iRest, a term they agreed would better
fit military culture. Active duty soldiers
and veterans are now practicing iRest at
military hospitals throughout the coun-
try, including Walter Reed in Bethesda
and the VA Medical Center.

For those at the forefront of the move-
ment to incorporate holistic approaches
into military medicine, the idea is this:
to get soldiers to think about their war

trauma in a different way. It doesn’t
define who they are, and isn’t a pathol-
ogy that needs to be cured.

“There’s nothing we're trying to fix,
no problem we’re trying to solve, and
nothing we're trying to change,” explains
Karen Soltes, a Chevy Chase yoga
teacher and social worker who leads
iRest classes at the VA Medical Center.

Instead, trauma is a life experience that
soldiers need to integrate—just as iRest
suggests—into a larger sense of them-
selves, says Silver Spring yoga instruc-
tor Robin Carnes. She taught iRest for six
years in the Specialized Care Program, an
intensive therapeutic process for soldiers
returning from Iraq and Afghanistan that
was offered at Walter Reed’s Deployment
Health Clinical Center (DHCC).

under
way to pinpoint iRest’s impact on reduc-
ing symptoms of PTSD among military
personnel, according to the Integrative
Restoration Institute. In 2010, the War
Related Illness and Injury Study Cen-
ter at the VA Medical Center surveyed
164 veterans who were attending iRest
sessions. The results were promising:
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85 percent reported moderate improve-
ments across 13 different symptoms,
including disturbing memories, head-
aches, irritability and angry outbursts.

“What iRest does is that it allows the
nervous system to go back to the...rest-
ing and restorative state,” Carnes says.
“Once you have that capacity to de-esca-
late the nervous system, then you can
bring the trauma back in. We invite the
trauma into the meditation while we're
in a de-escalated state”

For soldiers, memories of combat
lead to painful second-guessing—what
they did or didn't do, whom they killed
or didn’t save, the orders they should or
shouldn’t have followed—and the need
to avoid situations where those memo-
ries might be stirred up again.

Army psychologist Capt. John Golden
once treated a patient in the Specialized
Care Program who compared his mental
state to a deck of cards—each with a vivid
picture or a memory from his war experi-
ences—being flipped and thrown back in
his face. A trip to the mall or any crowded
place, or criticism from a loved one could
trigger a “fight or flight” response, says
Golden, who directed the Specialized
Care Program at Walter Reed.

The need to treat those psychological
issues has grown increasingly important as
medical advances enable more soldiers to
survive battlefield injuries, even as greater
numbers arrive home with damaged
psyches. A landmark study by the RAND
Corporation in 2008 estimated that one
in five soldiers returning from Iraq and
Afghanistan—300,000 at the time—suf-
fered from PTSD or major depression, but
little more than half sought treatment.

In war, “what happens is that you com-
partmentalize,” says retired Col. Patricia
Lillis, a Bethesda physician who experi-
enced paralyzing migraines and insom-
nia after serving as a hospital commander
in Iraq in 2004 and 2005.

Lillis, whose interest in yoga nidra and
alternative therapies grew after her ser-
vice, is president of Warriors at Ease, a
Silver Spring-based program she founded
in 2008 with Soltes and Carnes that trains
yoga and meditation teachers through-
out the country to work with military
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"| started to see more clearly how my mind could be influenced
similarly to the way my body could be influenced by training.”
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Lillis says compartmentalization is nec-
essary on the battlefield, but is the main
reason soldiers feel fragmented when they
come home. “You can get so good at com-
partmentalizing that the trauma gets bur-
ied,” she says. “And then these mundane
triggers come along, but it's beyond you to
rationally unpack it and deal with it”

Negative emotions associated with a
traumatic event, such as avoidance of anx-
iety, guilt and anger, prohibit acceptance
and keep soldiers stuck in a state of post-
traumatic stress. Paired with traditional
talk and exposure therapy; iRest can teach
soldiers to cultivate an attitude of accep-
tance of their worst memories of war,
Golden says.

The Specialized Care Program, which

has since ended at Walter Reed and is
expected to resume at Northern Virgin-
ia’s Fort Belvoir, offered a comprehensive
mix of physical therapy, individual and
group therapy, acupuncture and iRest for
soldiers who were “train-wreck people...
open to anything” that would make them
teel better, says Golden, now the DHCC'’s
deputy director of clinical programs.

Soldiers initially were skeptical of
iRest, but embraced it after they started
sleeping and dealing with stressful situa-
tions better, Carnes says.

“Trauma is the opposite of acceptance;”
she says. “When things happen that feel
like they’re threatening our being, you
shut down and say ‘no’ to this experience.
That means the experience doesn’t get
integrated and we feel disconnected from

—Ben King

ourselves, from our families, and discon-
nected from being able to make meaning”
out of the experience.

through a
set of double pane windows in an unre-
markable room at the VA Medical Cen-
ter, where Ben King is participating in
an iRest class led by Soltes. It’s just past
7:30 a.m., and a half-dozen men, mostly
Vietnam veterans, settle into cushioned,
high-backed chairs that line the room’s
periphery. They’ve taken off their shoes,
removed eyeglasses and put up their feet.

Soltes gently challenges the men to pay
attention to their breathing, get out of their
heads and stay in the moment. Conversa-
tion dies down and stillness settles over
the room. A few veterans slip in and out
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of sleep as Soltes’ voice guides them on a
mental journey through their bodies.

“Feel behind the eyes...feeling all the
way to the back of your head, sensing the
back of the neck. ...Sense the inside walls
of the throat. Now, sensing the entire
right arm and hand, feeling its vibrancy
and radiance. ... Notice how sensations are
constantly changing, pulsing. ...Feel the
breath moving in and out of the nostrils.
Remember, it's more feeling the breath
instead of visualizing it”

It was this approach that enabled King
to reconnect with the trauma—particularly
a near-fatal incident on New Year’s Eve in
2006—that hed carried since leaving Iraq.

It was around 10 that night when
King and members of his company were
cracking jokes as they patrolled the area
around Baghdad’s Forward Operating
Base Loyalty, built in a neighborhood
that once was home to Saddam Hussein’s
intelligence services. That September,
the Iraq War had entered a particularly
bloody phase with roadside bombs and
mortar attacks on the rise.

King was in the driver’s seat when a

tube of explosives hit their Humvee—
injuring him and the other men. In pic-
tures from that night stored on King’s
iPad, the driver’s side window resembles
crushed ice, with a giant bulge in the
middle. A photo from the scene of the
explosion three days later shows King
standing stoic and proud by the vehicle,
which is pockmarked with holes.

King wrote of the incident in a leather-
bound journal, remembering a fellow sol-
dier “sitting in the turret bleeding out of
his face” and recalling his own lucky break:

“I remember looking at the door and
seeing where the blast was headed straight
for my head and laughing. ...I remember
getting out of the vehicle and screaming,
You can’t kill me’ just like I had planned
in my dreams. I remember being in such a
good mood. Kind of like the only way you
can experience the relief and joy of a cop
letting you go with only a warning is to be
pulled over in the first place”

King suffered shrapnel wounds to his
legs, hands and groin. He nearly lost his
left testicle, but it was saved by a skilled
surgeon at a base hospital. His injuries

earned him the Purple Heart and, more
importantly, a sense of accomplishment
and a feeling of victory and validation
that he so desperately sought.

“I had acquitted myself of my man-
hood,” he says. “This is what you wanted,
to see if you could handle the worst they
had to offer”

was back home and
serving in the reserves. He appeared to be
adjusting to civilian life, earning a gradu-
ate degree in anthropology at American
University while pursuing a career as a
personal trainer. Hed met Alena Lyons on
a blind date and theyd hit it off immedi-
ately. Iraq was no longer at the forefront of
his life, but it hadn't faded completely into
the background either.

“I really did for a long time have a
sense of wholeness, completeness, like
I really thought that here I had gone off
to war and I had done it;” he says. “I had
achieved my mission. I was whole, and
nothing could ever get in the way of that”

Then Alena got a phone call from
King at 3 a.m. one night. “He was just
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sobbing,” she says, “and he said, ‘T haven’t
slept in three days. I just can’t fall asleep
and it's making me crazy. He was at his
wit’s end, and it was just so sad to hear”

She invited him to her apartment, lit
some candles and drew a bath, which he
sat in until he fell asleep.

The incident marked the start of what
they both call King’s “meltdowns,” infre-
quent but emotional outbursts triggered
by a disagreement between them or rou-

tine matters such as a bathroom reno-
vation in his Friendship Heights condo
that seemed to take forever.

“The first one I experienced, I thought
it was just him,” Alena says. “I didn’t
think it could be related to PTSD. That
just never crossed my mind”

Even the couple’s honeymoon to Ice-
land and Sweden was marred by King fly-
ing into a rage at Reykjavik Airport. King
didn't sleep during the trip, in part because

268 March/April 2013 | Bethesda Magazine HEALTH

of the longer daylight hours and the noise
from the city’s party-all-night atmosphere.
They were standing in the security line at
the airport, and Alena spoke King’s first
name sharply to remind him to keep mov-
ing forward. “That just wigged him out that
I had said his name that way;” Alena says,
“and so there was screaming at the airport”

King, who writes about his expe-
rience with PTSD on his blog Armor
Down, created a triptych of images to
describe what he thinks of as the dis-
tinct phases of his panic attacks. The first
image shows the deep center of a power-
tul whirlpool; the second shows a man
falling; and the third, a grotesque-look-
ing demon. This final image captures the
“dark, evil, terrible place” where he feels
near-suicidal despair.

Since becoming a regular at Soltes’
Thursday morning iRest class, King has
developed the ability to create a space
between himself and the intrusive, neg-
ative thoughts that would take hold of
his mind—the churning whirlpool in
the triptych.

to the mall in Rich-
mond, Va., might have ended the same
way as the Kings’ honeymoon were it not
for the techniques Ben King has learned
from iRest. As the couple shopped, King
was eager to get back to his parents’
house to watch a Redskins game, but
“Alena wasn’t moving fast enough?”
Remembering the incident in the
airport security line, King says he “rec-
ognized right away that I was getting
angry.” He was able to return to a “clean,
beautiful place”—like the one Soltes
urges soldiers to create for themselves
when life becomes overwhelming—and
was able to “roll through” his anger.
King says iRest “gave me a choice to
respond in a way that wasn’t awful...to see
my feelings as something I could influence
and not something that was necessarily
influencing me. It boils down to choice” l

Archana Pyati is a writer based in Silver
Spring who contributes to several local
and national publications. To comment
on this story, email comments@bethes
damagazine.com.



