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It is "Cold and Flu" Season. That meant something different to me when I was in Colorado, where by now we would have had several snowstorms and subzero nights. Here in Central Louisiana, it is balmy by comparison, but that does not negate the danger of the flu. However, you know that, you have lived here, and I am sure you do not need the new upstart, Yankee (I prefer westerner) doctor telling you that.
Influenza, or seasonal flu, is a significant problem across the United States each year. To some the flu is a mere inconvenience--a few days off work or school.  However, the flu will affect 1 in 5 Americans this year and depending on the severity each year can result in 50,000 flu related deaths, and over 200,000 hospitalizations.  That approaches the number of deaths due to diabetes in a year.   We are all at risk and the best way to prevent this is to get the flu shot. This is especially true if we are in high risk groups (age less than 18 or greater than 50, pregnant women, or chronic illnesses like diabetes, asthma, and COPD). 
You may not be aware that the first week in December is officially, "National Handwashing Awareness Week." I know I was not. When I was thinking over a timely topic to write about, I thought it would be nice to talk about the cancer whose awareness month it was (which I still hope to do in the future). However, believe it or not, December seems to be missing a cancer to be aware of. I am sure it is just off for the Holidays. 
National Handwashing Awareness Week, not coincidentally, comes at a time of year when we need to remember it most. Regular hand washing and respiratory etiquette are second only to Flu shots in the prevention of the spread of Influenza. Respiratory etiquette is a sharp contradiction to what we were taught in school; "Cover your mouth with your hand when you sneeze or cough." Respiratory etiquette is a fancy way to say simply coughing or sneezing into our sleeve, elbow, or handkerchief; anywhere but directly onto our bare hands that we then use to shake our friends hands, open doors, or turn on the water faucet to wash our hands.  Although the flu and common cold are most on our minds this time of year, these simple tips help us avoid other diseases including hepatitis, meningitis, and infectious diarrhea.   The week even has a mascot, Henry the Hand, who reminds kids (and us adults too) to wash your hands when dirty, after using the bathroom, and before eating; never cough or sneeze into your hands, and never put your fingers in your eyes, nose, or mouth.
My 7 year old son recently informed me of the proper hand washing technique as he was taught at school.  According to him, I must use Warm water with soap and rub my hands together covering the entire hand, "front and back and in between".  I must do this while I sing happy birthday (a minimum of 15seconds).  After this I rinse thoroughly and dry with a clean towel.  He also advises the use of the towel to turn off the faucet, not my hands, to avoid recontamination.  Whom am I to argue?
National Handwashing Awareness Week would not be complete without at least the story of Ignaz Philipp Semmelweis. Ignaz was a Hungarian physician in the 1800’s known for his practice in Obstetrics.  In the mid-1800’s in Europe, there was a very high death rate of 30% among infants and mothers due to puerperal (or childbed) fever.  At this time in medical history, very little was known about bacteria, viruses, and their ability to cause disease.  Louis Pasteur would not develop his Germ Theory for another two decades and Joseph Lister would not revolutionize sterile surgical technique for three more decades.
In 1847, Dr. Semmelweis worked at the Vienna General Hospital where there were two clinics that delivered babies; a physician clinic staffed by medical students and doctors, and a mid-wives clinic.  Ignaz noticed that the midwives clinic had almost no puerperal fever, whereas the medical students had nearly a 20% death rate.  At the same time, Dr. Semmelweis had a friend and fellow physician who died due to an infected wound he sustained while performing an autopsy.  During the autopsy of his friend, Dr. Semmelweis noted the similarities of this wound to childbed fever.  He also was aware that medical students were in the habit of going directly from the autopsy rooms to the obstetrical floors to deliver babies.  He then directed his medical students to wash their hands after autopsy and before returning to the obstetrical floor to deliver babies.  This simple act of hand washing lowered the rate of puerperal fever to 1%, saving the lives of countless mothers and infants.  Dr. Semmelweis went on to specify the use of chlorinated lime (similar to dilute household bleach today) should be used for hand washing and cleaning instruments used during delivery.  
This dramatic finding should have elevated Dr. Semmelweis to the level of scientific greats like Pasteur, Lister, even Salk.  However, it was quite the opposite.  Although some physicians did listen to him and followed his principles with the same beneficial effect; the opposition to his findings was surprisingly fierce.  The medical community could not accept that they were responsible for spreading this horrific disease.  The concept of being both healer and contributor to the cause of death was intolerable for most.  Some felt offended at the suggestion that they wash their hands because as gentleman, their social status was inconsistent with the suggestion that their hands could be unclean.  As a result, Dr. Semmelweis was ridiculed, criticized, and eventually fired from his job within two years of his discovery.  
Even though there was continued success with controlling the rate of childbed fever in those institutions that adopted Dr. Semmelweis’ technique, Dr. Semmelweis continued to be ignored,  ridiculed, and rejected by colleagues for over a decade.  Some say this caused him to be depressed and wore him down physically.  Finally, Dr. Semmelweis fought back in the form of several “open letters” to prominent obstetricians and members of the medical community.  In these he was openly hostile, calling his colleagues irresponsible murderers and ignoramuses.  These attacks however, only served to undermine his credibility.  His colleagues found him to be increasingly irritating and embarrassing.  His contemporaries and even his wife believed him to be losing his mind.  Eventually, on July 30, 1865, a colleague lured him to an insane asylum on the pretext of touring a new Institute.  When Dr. Semmelweis surmised what was happening and tried to leave, he was severely beaten by guards, placed in a straitjacket and locked away in a dark cell.  He died of blood poisoning (septicemia) from a gangrenous wound 14 days later.  Ironically, puerperal fever is a form of septicemia.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Although this is tragic, Ignaz Semmelweis would eventually receive recognition for his vital role in the development of germ theory, but not for years later.  There are numerous hidden gems that could be explored in this story: the irony of life, the importance of not upsetting the establishment and the results of such activity, the consequence of pride, the importance of observation, the eventual triumph of the underdog, and the grace to have the courage to stand by your convictions in the face of adversity.  But for this story’s purpose, and for your own health, hand washing is the message I would like for you to take home.   So next time you need to wash your hands, please remember what poor Dr. Ignaz Semmelweis had to endure just to help you avoid the flu and other illnesses.
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