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historical highlights

The Tragic Aftermath of Poliomyelitis
Survivors of the more severe forms of spinal and bulbar polio were left with multiple medical burdens. A patient with respiratory paralysis had to be maintained by a large cylindrical breathing apparatus called the iron lung. Encased and immobilized in these respiratory prisons, many patients could not talk, and their only opportunity to see the world was through a mirror positioned above their prison. Total loss of muscle function meant that even the simplest activities had to be done for them. Maneuvers such as bathing and medical examinations were frightening, because the patient had to be disconnected from the machine. In time, these young people were weaned onto air hoses that entered through a tracheostomy tube or were adapted to portable respirators.

Patients with severe paralysis of the skeletal muscles suffered other plights. The unused muscles began to atrophy, growth was slowed, and severe deformities of the trunk and limbs developed. Common sites of deformities were the spine, shoulder, hips, knees, and feet. Because motor function, but not sensation, was compromised, the crippled limbs were often very painful. Children’s spines and limbs were often fused surgically into a rigid state in efforts to prevent this pathology from progressing and even threatening life.

In a desperate attempt to cure polio, health care workers treated patients with gamma globulin, antibiotics, and vitamins, but the epidemic escalated in the early 1950s. As the tragedy and anguish continued to mount, communities were galvanized by a cooperative effort called the March of Dimes. Through the modest donations of millions of schoolchildren and families, enough dimes were collected to underwrite increased research that eventually led to effective vaccines.

What were the prospects for the survivors  – those kids in the iron lungs? Because of improved medical care, many became long‑term survivors who learned to live with their disabilities. But, as if those impairments were not enough, long‑term survivors were also subject to a condition called post‑polio syndrome (PPS), an insidious motor neuron disease. PPS manifests as a progressive muscle deterioration that develops in about 25  — 50% of patients several decades after their original polio attack.
The Polio Information Center Online (PICO) at Columbia University provides a complete resource for news about current outbreaks, vaccination status and controversies, historical information, as well as information about the virus itself and past and present research into how it works.

http://cumicro2.cpmc.columbia.edu/PICO/PICO.html
PBS maintains this interactive Information About Polio website in conjunction with its program “A Paralyzing Fear: The Story of Polio in America”.

http://www.pbs.org/storyofpolio/polio/
