Book Review by Ken Broad

Pox:  Genius, Madness and the Mysteries of Syphilis by Deborah Hayden
This fascinating book allows one to travel back through the past few centuries and see, almost first hand, the exquisite misery inflicted upon those with the “Pox,” as syphilis was called.  Syphilis is caused by Treponema pallidum, a close spirochetal cousin to the causative agent of Lyme, Borrelia burgdorferi.  As a result of their common pathogenesis, syphilis and Lyme share many common characteristics and symptoms.   Pox wonderfully highlights many of these parallels but additionally focuses on the bizarre and inexplicable ability for syphilis to periodically spur creative genius.  The book covers the period from 1493, the beginning of a syphilis epidemic in Europe, though 1943 when the first case was successfully treated with penicillin.  Deborah acts as a medical sleuth and traces the genesis of the term, “Great Imitator,” to a speech given in 1879 entitled:  Syphilis as an Imitator – It “apes every disease in any field of medicine” and, as with Lyme today, many doctors missed making the proper diagnosis due to syphilis’ “Machiavellian facility in disguise, deceit and malevolence.”  In a refrain that will ring familiar for many Lyme sufferers, syphilis patients “would see doctor after doctor, take fanciful and often ghastly remedies, and finally humbly accept a diagnosis of hypochondriasis.”  Deborah meticulously records often overwhelming circumstantial evidence of syphilis in many prominent historical figures from Christopher Columbus, who suffered from a “badly overwrought nervous system” to Beethoven, who suffered from tinnitus, vertigo, immense fatigue, tremor, severe headaches and gastrointestinal distress.  Beethoven bounced from one doctor to another-at least 15 in all-while fruitlessly searching for relief.  The period context shines through in many of the quotes used to describe Pox symptoms.  Oscar Wilde called his nerves “a coil of angry adders.”  Flaubert similarly described his nerves as “taut as a brass wire,” and Baudelaire highlights neuropsychiatric involvement stating, “I felt pass over me the wind of the wing of madness.”  The longest analysis is accorded to Hitler and Deborah raises an exceedingly profound issue:  did this tiny spirochete help catalyze a world war?  Deborah is very careful not to declare fact in most instances, due to the circumstantial nature of most evidence presented in the book.  Despite this caveat, she justifiably asserts:  “the possibility exists that syphilis could have intensified Hitler’s fanaticism, supercharged his brutality, distorted further his already twisted moral sense and fueled his terrible temper.”  Pox is a fascinating look at the profound historical impact of the insidious and enigmatic spirochete.  It is highly recommended reading. Lyme patients will find the parallels between syphilis and Lyme unsettling.
