Lymes Disease Article

This appeared in Readers Digest June 2004 entitled “10 Diseases Doctors Miss.”

Dull, dragging headaches dogged 48-year-old Yorkshire zoologist Gill Reese for days. Her GP said it was stress. But then Gill's muscles went into spasm, twitching uncontrollably. In hospital she tested negative for meningitis; once home, she could barely get out of bed. Then her dog got sick and Gill recalled scraping hundreds of tiny ticks off the animal some weeks earlier.


Gill was given a blood test for Lyme disease—but it was negative. It took two long years of testing before a second blood test for Lyme's proved positive. Once considered rare in the UK, cases have risen dramatically in the past five years.


Who's at risk. Anyone—adult or child—who walks through long grass, rough vegetation or heathland in the countryside and parks, particularly where deer or sheep are grazing. Lyme disease is caused by the bacterium Borrelia burgdorferi, spread by ticks that live on grazing animals, and is active in the warmer months. 


Symptoms. A bullseye-shaped rash with a widening ring round the central point typically develops within the first month after the tick bite. Other symptoms include joint and nerve pain, muscle ache, loss of appetite, fever, fatigue. Doctors may misdiagnose as flu or ME.


Diagnosis. The rash is your best bet, but in some 50 per cent of infected people it never appears and blood tests can be unreliable. Additional symptoms may provide the best clue. 


Treatment Antibiotics. "If the disease is detected in the first few months, there's a good chance of a cure," says Dr Andrew Wright, a chronic fatigue specialist from Bolton. 


Insist on prompt antibiotic treatment if you feel ill and think you've been bitten. If the disease lurks untreated for several years it's much harder to eradicate.


Helpful contact: www.lymeuk.info by Lyme Diease Action (LDA.) Registered Charity Number 1100448.
