UAMS News Bureau
Office of Communications & Marketing
4301 West Markham # 890
Little Rock, AR 72205-7199
uamshealth.com/news

News Release
July 13, 2017
Media Contacts:

Leslie W. Taylor, 501-686-8998
Wireless phone: 501-951-7260
leslie@uams.edu
Liz Caldwell, 501-686-8995
Wireless phone: 501-350-4364
liz@uams.edu

Medical Review by UAMS Physician, Co-Author Shows How
President Kennedy’s Back Pain Affected His Life, Death
LITTLE ROCK — How President John F. Kennedy’s back pain affected his life and
presidency along with the role it may have played in how he died are examined in a
review of the 35th president’s medical history done by a University of Arkansas for
Medical Sciences (UAMS) physician and his co-author.
In their article, “John F. Kennedy’s Back: Chronic Pain, Failed Surgeries, and the Story
of Its Effects on His Life and Death” published July 11 in the Journal of Neurosurgery:
Spine, authors T. Glenn Pait, M.D., and Justin T. Dowdy, M.D., reviewed case notes
written by various physicians who undertook care of Kennedy’s back. They also
examined spinal imaging studies obtained over decades of treatment, documenting a
history of debilitating structural changes.
The president’s public image as a young, healthy, strong-bodied man belies the truth that
he was plagued by illnesses and discomfort and required strong medication to perform
his tasks as president, the article shows. Pait and Dowdy also address the controversy
over whether Kennedy’s use of a back brace contributed to his death at the hands of an
assassin in 1963.
Kennedy’s other intermittent and chronic health problems, their relationships to his
spinal disorder, and the possible effects that his ill health may have played on his career
and even on his death also are examined. Scarlet fever, long-standing gastrointestinal
disease, Addison’s disease, and chronic back pain are some of the medical issues faced
by Kennedy during his short life.
Pait is a neurosurgeon and director of the T. Glenn Pait Spine Clinic at the UAMS
Jackson T. Stephens Spine & Neurosciences Institute. Dowdy, a UAMS neurosurgical
resident at the time the article was written, is a neurosurgeon in Hot Springs.
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Kennedy first experienced low-back pain after a football injury as an undergraduate
student at Harvard University in 1937. While serving in the U.S. Navy during World
War II, Kennedy further injured his back, leading in 1944 to the first of his four spine
surgeries.
The authors describe physical and imaging findings before and after each of the
surgeries, which spanned the years 1944 through 1957. The first two surgeries did little
to improve Kennedy’s condition and in fact resulted in severe complications and
additional pain. The third operation was performed to remedy the effects of the second
operation, and the fourth operation to clear out infection at the previous operative site.
The relative value of diagnostic tests of the time and the decisions leading to the spine
surgeries is examined by Pait and Dowdy. They also discuss the means used to reduce
Kennedy’s chronic pain so that he could function as president and maintain his image of
a strong, vibrant leader at the top of his game.
The Journal of Neurosurgery: Spine is a monthly peer-reviewed journal focused on
neurosurgical approaches to treatment of diseases and disorders of the spine. It contains a
variety of articles, including descriptions of preclinical and clinical research as well as
case reports and technical notes. The Journal of Neurosurgery: Spine is one of four
monthly journals published by the JNS Publishing Group, the scholarly journal division
of the American Association of Neurological Surgeons.
UAMS is the state’s only health sciences university, with colleges of Medicine, Nursing,
Pharmacy, Health Professions and Public Health; a graduate school; a hospital; a
northwest Arkansas regional campus; a statewide network of regional centers; and seven
institutes: the Winthrop P. Rockefeller Cancer Institute, the Jackson T. Stephens Spine &
Neurosciences Institute, the Myeloma Institute, the Harvey & Bernice Jones Eye
Institute, the Psychiatric Research Institute, the Donald W. Reynolds Institute on Aging
and the Translational Research Institute. It is the only adult Level 1 trauma center in the
state. UAMS has 2,870 students, 799 medical residents and five dental residents. It is the
state’s largest public employer with more than 10,000 employees, including about 1,200
physicians who provide care to patients at UAMS and its regional campuses throughout
the state, Arkansas Children’s Hospital, the VA Medical Center and Baptist Health. Visit
www.uams.edu or www.uamshealth.com. Find us on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube or
Instagram.
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