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Ronald Fair has learned to live with the side effects of a blood disorder that was once underdiagnosed.





By PATTY MACHELOR citizen Staff writer





Ronald Fair wasn't one to call a doctor every time he had an ache or a cold.  But after months of recurring fatigue and other flu like symptoms, Fair conceded to his wife's badgering and made an appointment.  That first physician he saw 20 years ago ran some tests and, after finding nothing wrong, advised Fair to get more rest and follow a better diet.   "I'd been working a lot, and I just kept thinking to myself that it must be the screwball hours," said Fair, a Northwest Side resident.  His physician was unaware Fair was suffering from what Dr. Kenneth Bridges of Harvard University today calls "the most unrecognized problem in American medicine" -hemochromatosis.  Once called "bronze diabetes," the disorder involves the body absorbing too much iron.  Untreated hemochromatosis can cause damage to the liver and pancreas, and can eventually kill the patient.


Fair's symptoms included an enlarged spleen and liver, even though he wasn't much of a drinker.  Susan Fair knew something was wrong with her husband - something more than fatigue or a bad diet.   The couple got a second opinion and the new doctor found he suffered from hemochromatosis.  Fair, now 60, said he was led to believe the disease was rare, but in fact he later learned it is simply underdiagnosed. 


In Florida, around the same time as Fair's diagnosis, Roberta Crawford also found she had hemochromatosis And she, too, had never heard of the disorder.  Crawford is now president of Iron Overload Diseases, an international consortium formed in 1981.  "To my horror, I found out it's not only common, but if neglected it kills you," she said after her diagnosis. "It's like a rust in your body"  Crawford takes calls from hemochromatosis sufferers all over the world.


Fair said that when he was diagnosed, he was asked whether he'd recently been to Africa where he may have contracted it, whether food at his home was cooked on iron skillets and


it the water he drank had high mineral contents.


Today, medical professionals know the disease is hereditary and, with early diagnosis, can be controlled.  However, in Fair's case, the diagnosis came too late to ward off serious side effects.  Since his diagnosis, Fair has become diabetic and he also suffers from arthritic joints, both related to the disorder, he said.  It seems since he got this something's been happening every year," said Susan Fair. "We're always worrying about what's going to happen next."  Last June, he had his right knee replaced after a minor injury failed to heal correctly.


Dr. Richard Rosenberg, Fair's hematologist, said the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reportedly will soon recommend everyone be tested for the disease.  Rosenberg said that when the disease is undetected, there can be damage to the pancreas, leading to the onset of diabetes, as well as damage to the liver and the heart. 


Hemochromatosis has only been recognized as a common disorder in the past 10 years, he said. It is estimated that one in eight people carry the gene for hemochromatosis and one


in 200 has the disorder.   "Since we have developed better tests for assessing iron levels in the blood, physicians have recognized this is more common," he said.


To get rid of excess iron, patients undergo a phlebotomy, or "letting blood," a practice in which blood is drained.  Fair said he had up to one liter of blood taken from his body once a week for the first year.  Over time, the iron content of Fair's blood dropped enough that he only needed to undergo the procedure about four times a year. He said he was extremely careful to check the iron content of his food.  However, a few years ago, he made the mistake of taking a high iron diet drink after he'd gained some weight, and he became quite sick again.


Today, he's back to doing the bloodletting three or four times each year at a half-liter a session. Susan Fair said she knows when her husband's iron levels are getting high because he becomes temperamental, although Fair said he doesn't recognize his mood swings.


What Fair does see are that his arms are scarred from having blood taken and he's been unable to work since his knee surgery.  However, he's happy to have control of a disease that could have taken his life.  "I wouldn't say it's been very exciting, but it's sure been a trip," he said. 





