HEALTH & FITNESS
Lyme not the only tick-borne illness
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Others, like Anaplasmosis, can make their victims just as sick
“I learned afterward that
it does not create the circular
rash that people look for in
other tick bites,” he says.
“… If I look back on it, I probably should have gone to the
hospital two days earlier.”

Cases increase
Anaplasmosis was virtually unknown in this area just
a few years ago, with only one
case reported in Hampshire
County in 2010 and none in
Franklin County, compared to
122 cases of Lyme that year
in both counties. Over the last
two years, there have been a
record 68 cases of anaplasmosis in Hampshire and
Franklin counties.
Like Lyme disease, it is
transmitted from the blacklegged tick, also called the
deer tick, and symptoms may
not show up for a week or
more after the tick bite.
Since young, healthy people might be able to fight off
the infection without antibiotics, doctors suspect that the
actual number of cases could
be higher, says Swiggard.
Once someone is infected,
the anaplasmosis bacterium
invades white blood cells, the
very cells in the body that
typically fight infections. Inside the cells, they then start
reproducing, says Swiggard.
“These (white blood) cells
are in the business of engulfing and destroying bacteria
— it is one of their main jobs
and here, this thing has penetrated inside this bacteriafighting cell and it is just having a grand ole’ time,” he
says.
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“This is something where
you don’t want to wait a few
days for the lab tests to come
back,” he says, adding that if
he suspects an anaplasmosis
infection, he prescribes antibiotics immediately. If the
diagnosis is correct, the patient will start to perk up
within 24 hours with the medication, he says.

Protection a priority
Larson’s symptoms have
mostly subsided after a
course of treatment, but he
says he still has bouts of fatigue. Before he got sick, he
says, he would spend hours
every week wandering the 20
acres of woods around his
house. Now, he takes fewer
such hikes.
“It changes your thoughts
about going out in the
woods,” he says.
When he does venture out,
protecting himself from ticks
is now foremost on his mind.
He puts on gaiters, cloth leg
coverings that fit snuggly
around his shoes and ankles.
He wears long pants and a
long-sleeve shirt that are
treated with a chemical bug
repellant called permethrin,
an insecticide that can be
sprayed on clothing. Some
sporting goods stores also
sell clothes that have permethrin treated fibers weaved
into them.
On a recent sunny Friday
afternoon, with the temperature hitting 90 degrees, Larson was heading out for a
hike looking like he was
dressed for a chilly fall day.

“Self-protection against
tick bites remains our first
and best defense,” says Swiggard. Protective clothing can
help, but it is also important
to know about high-risk areas, like tall grasses and
shrubs and do tick checks after being outdoors.
Bug sprays that contain
DEET are a safe and effective way to repel ticks. There
are also natural inspect repellants, like oil of lemon eucalyptus, says Swiggard.
“Ticks don’t drop
down from the trees on you.
They are sitting on leaves
with their arms out, waiting
for nice juicy deer to come
by,” he says, but if you happen by first, they’ll latch onto
you instead.
Larson sometimes spots
ticks on the ferns around his
house, but they also like to sit
on the blueberry bushes, he
says.
When he moved here in
the 1960s, the forest was
tame, he says. He never saw
ticks back then. His children,
who are now grown, spent
their childhoods playing in
the woods and never had a
tick bite, he says. Ticks
started appearing in the
1990s, he says, and the population has grown ever since.
“We have encountered
more ticks this year than we
ever have.”
Larson’s anaplasmosis
slowed him down for a few
weeks, but he still loves
spending time outside and is
determined not to let his experience change that.
“You just have to be very
careful. It’s a minority of the
ticks that actually carry the
disease, but all it takes is
one.”
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Joe Larson makes sure he is protected when he takes walks
on his property or through other wooded areas where ticks
may be abundant.
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