
Lifestyles and Health 

Giving up the weed 

(J gave up smoking. Twice. The sec
ond time was somewhat less 
miserable than the first. 

Both my parents smoke, so I never 
really stood a chance. I tried my first 
cigarette at about the age of five, and it 
was inevitable that I should become a 
smoker. No one talked about it being 
bad for your health in those days, and it 
was such a terribly grown-up thing to 
do. In High School, I remember envying 
my friend David because he could 
smoke at least 20 a day, inhaling deeply 
and blowing magnificent smoke rings, 
while I would simply become ill. Every
body smoked . 

lt was not until my fourth year at 
university that I came across someone 
who actually decided to stop. Although 
he was my best friend, I still felt his 
behaviour was suspiciously anti-social. 

During my early 20s, I settled into a 
regular habit of about 20 a day. it was 
quite a treat to come to Switzerland in 
1969, where 20 cigarettes cost 65 cen
times or $0.15 whereas in Canada they 
had been $0.35 and people were begin
ning to make noises about them being 
bad for your health . 

My boss at WHO smoked, as did my 
colleagues. By the time I was in my 
early 30s I was smoking over three 
packs a day of those strong cigarettes 
that cowboys like. Up until then smok
ing did not seem to be a danger or 
even an inconvenience to my health , 
although there were times when my 
tongue felt like a slab of smoked meat 
and my throat felt parched and 
scratchy. 

By this time, though, I was convinced 
that smoking was bad for you and that 
the number I was smoking per day was 
positively suicidal. Besides, other peo
ple were giving it up. lt would be 
difficult, and I had no confidence in 
acupuncture, hypnosis or nicotine 
chewing gum. Brute-force willpower, I 
felt, was the only way. After all I was 
giving up on the theory that I might live 
longer, not because I didn't like smok
ing . To mentally prepare myself, I set a 
target six months away as the day I 
would stop : my 35th birthday. This also 
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fell on a Monday. I announced to one 
and all that I was going to stop, thus 
risking to look like a fool if I didn 't keep 
my word. Well. the last Sunday arrived 
and I smoked three packs of cigarettes 
and two cigars. 

Talk about drug withdrawal symp
toms! My nose dripped for a month, I 
had a sore throat for a month, my eye 
prescription changed, my intestines 
went beserk with burping and flatu
lence. I even had dizzy spells, no doubt 
getting "high" by breathing an unac
customedly large intake of oxygen in-

"Two years later I was up to 30 cigarettes 
a day ... " 
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stead of the normal smog. I put on 
weight; when you don't smoke you try 
to satisfy the gnawing feeling in your 
stomach with food or numb it with 
drink. 

After two weeks I permitted myself a 
cigar in the evening. The rationale here 
is that you don't inhale the cigar smoke, 
thus you don't risk lung cancer. And of 
course, you get your "hit" of nicotine 
as it passes through the mucosa of your 
mouth into your blood stream. lt proved 
virtually impossible to go without that 
one cigar a day. I didn't mind not 
smoking in the office during the day, 
though, which surprised me. 

This situation lasted three years. 
Then "stress" entered my life. I began 
to scrounge the occasional cigarette 
from one of my friends when out for an 
evening . I did not like the way my 
mouth would taste the next day, but .. .. 

My downfall was the arrival of a new 
colleague with whom I was to share an 
office. A smoker. In three months I was 
smoking again. Two years later I was up 
to 30 cigarettes a day although my 
colleague had moved to a separate 
office. 

By this time I was 1 00 per cent 
converted to the idea that smoking is 
totally stupid. I had even developed a 
cozy chronic little smoker's cough and 
my lungs felt heavy. But there was that 
little demon gnawing on my stomach 
which would only leave me alone if I 
would smoke. 

So I stopped . Since I had already 
stopped before, I knew what the with
drawal symptoms would be like . The 
day came when it felt as bad to smoke 
as I knew it would to stop, and my 
cigarettes ran out on a Sunday evening. 
Since Monday, 2 December 1985, I 
have smoked neither cigarette nor 
cigar. it hasn't been as bad as I feared . 
The only real physical discomfort was 
the gnawing in the stomach, and I did 
put on some weight. I have been pleas
antly surprised at how infrequently I 
have a desire for a cigarette. But I don't 
think it ever entirely goes away. None 
of my friends who have quit have en
tirely lost the urge. 

it really helps if you know what to 
expect. You may not believe this, but 
one of the most comforting documents 
I have ever read was the report of WHO's 
Director-General to this year's Execu
tive Board on the wHo Programme on 
Tobacco or Health . it accused tobacco 
of being more insidiously addictive than 
heroin, and described all those symp
toms I was experiencing upon stopping 
smoking . I recommend it. There is no 
magic potion to make you give up; it 
takes willpower and the foreknowledge 
of what you will experience when you 
do. You've got to make up your mind. 

And, by the way, I do feel better! • 
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