
After excruciating headaches, blessed relief 
How peripheral nerve stimulation gave triv ia buff Charles Hensley his life back 

At 22, an age usually associated with limitless 
possibilities, Charles Hensley was at his wits’ end. 
After suffering a gunshot wound and a fractured 
skull, Hensley endured a headache that just 
wouldn’t end.  

The relentless pain consumed his existence, 
plunging him into a deep depression. As the 
headache continued—morning, noon and night—
Hensley’s doctors tried all the medications they 
could think of. Nothing touched the pain.  

Until Hensley met Duke neurosurgeon Dr. Nandan 
Lad.   

Waking up to a new world 
Dr. Lad explained peripheral nerve stimulation, a 
surgical approach to treat chronic pain that 
involves implanting a small medical device under 
the skin. One part of the device, a battery pack 
implanted in the chest, creates electrical pulses. 
The other part, connected to the battery pack via 
small wires, delivers the electrical pulses to specific 
nerves, dampening their ability to send pain 
messages to the brain.  

Hensley’s response? “I said yes, please!” he recalls. “I didn’t know whether it would work, but 
at that point, I would have tried anything.”  

Hensley was put under general anesthesia while Dr. Lad implanted the nerve stimulator. “I wish 
you could have heard him when he came out of surgery, in the recovery room,” remembers his 
mother, Marian Stutts. “They let me back there and they were pushing buttons and then all of 
a sudden, this relaxed look came across his face. It was just relief, immediately.” 

“It was amazing,” Hensley says. “My head feels awesome. I thank God every night for it.” 

After receiving a peripheral nerve stimulator 
to keep chronic headaches in check, Charles 
Hensley has his life back. Here, he celebrates 
taking second place in a trivia competition.  
	



Pain control at your fingertips 
Peripheral nerve stimulation can be used to treat pain in many parts of the body. In Hensley’s 
case, the implant delivers electrical impulses to nerves in his forehead.  

After the device is implanted, patients use a small remote control to turn the electrical impulses 
up or down as needed to relieve pain. Hensley said he tends to turn it up when he’s in a loud 
environment, like the bar where he regularly meets friends to play trivia. He plugs in the battery 
pack to recharge while he sleeps.  

When the device is turned up, it causes a mild 
tingling sensation where the electrical impulses 
are being delivered. That was the one aspect 
that took a bit of getting used to, recalled 
Stutts. In the days after the surgery, she’d catch 
Hensley rubbing his forehead as if it itched. 
Today, he says, it doesn’t bother him at all.   

Hensley recently returned to Dr. Lad’s office for a procedure to replace the battery in his nerve 
stimulator, which in his case must be done about every five years. Stutts praised the support 
the family has received from Duke and from St. Jude Medical, the maker of the nerve 
stimulator. “Dr. Lad’s wonderful crew at Duke—I just can’t say enough wonderful things about 
them,” says Stutts. 

‘It’s going to feel amazing’ 
Hensley recently celebrated his 27th birthday. It’s remarkable what a big impact the treatment 
has had on his life these past five years, he reflected. Getting relief from the headaches has 
had the welcome side effect of also reducing his depression. “It’s helped big time,” he says, 
adding that before, “[the depression] was crippling.” 

Asked what advice they would have for a patient in Hensley’s position who might be 
considering peripheral nerve stimulation, Stutts says, “Run, don’t walk—don’t even think twice. 
Just go for it.”  

“Don’t worry about it—it’s going to feel amazing afterwards,” adds Hensley.  
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just relief, immediately.” 


