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Thalidomide fell into disrepute in the 1960s due to teratogenicity
but might make a comeback as a drug for refractory myeloma.
Haematologists from South Carolina, Arkansas and New York
studied thalidomide as monotherapy for previously treated
patients with refractory myeloma. The drug was used for about 80
days in 80 patients and paraprotein levels reduced in two months
in a third of patients. Side-effects included somnolence and
fatigue (N Engl) Med 1999;341:1565-71).

If you are a woman, live in California, and have recently pur-
chased a handgun you are more likely to kill yourself, especially
in the first week (N EnglJ Med1999;341 :1583--9). In a study done
by the University of California in Sacramento, suicide was the
leading cause of death among recent purchasers of handguns,
especially women. In addition, women who had purchased hand-
guns were at increased risk of death by homicide by intimate
partners, possibly with the same handgun.

Doctors, like everybody else, make mistakes but they are treated
more like criminals than errant humans. As a result, errors are
shrouded in silence, which does not help to avoid them in the
future. According to a news report in the BM) (1999;319: 1519),
almost 100 000 Americans die each year due to medical errors. Of
them, 7000 are due to medication errors such as pharmacists
prescribing the wrong dose of drug because of the illegible
handwriting of physicians. A way forward is to evolve a system
that shifts the focus away from punishing individuals to one that
concentrates on avoiding future errors.

The prevalence of seropositivity for anti-HCV antibodies world-
wide varies from 4% to 55% in patients with chronic renal failure
undergoing haemodialysis. The variation is due to several factors
including the country of study, number of blood transfusions, and
the number of dialyses. The prevalence rate is similar in studies
from India according to an editorial in J Assoc Physicians India
(1999;47:1137-8). A recent study done in New Delhi on over 200
consecutive patients with end-stage renal disease found a preva-
lence of 42% in patients who went in for renal transplants. This
was because these patients had been on dialysis for a long time.
The message is predictable-the longer the dialyses the more the
chances of getting hepatitis C (J Assoc Physicians India 1999;47:
1139-43).

Primary coronary angioplasty is done on patients with an evolv-
ing infarct and some studies show higher revascularization rates
after this procedure compared to thrombolytic treatment. Accord-
ing to a Dutch study comparing thrombolytic treatment with
primary angioplasty on nearly 400 patients, angioplasty resulted
in lower mortality and reinfarction rates, both early and late. The
rates of readmission for heart failure and ischaemia were also
lower in the angioplasty group. This resulted in lower long term
costs, though the initial cost was high (N Engl J Med 1999;341:
1413-19).

How useful is bed rest? A paper from Queensland, Australia
reports on 39 trials of bedrest for 15 different conditions including
medical procedures. No outcome measure improved significantly

with bed rest following a medical procedure and in 8 there was
Significant worsening. The procedures included lumbar puncture,
spinal anaesthesia and cardiac catheterization. Nine out of 15
trials investigating prolonged bed rest for conditions such as
myocardial infarction and infectious hepatitis reported a worse
outcome (Lancet 1999;354:1229-33).

Is it time to look again at osteopathy, spinal manipulation and
chiropractors? Yes, if you go by a randomized controlled trial
done in Chicago on 155 patients with backache, that compared
standard medical treatment and osteopathic manual therapy.
Researchers found that both groups improved similarly and that
the osteopathy group required less medication and physical therapy
leading to significant cost differences (N Engl J Med 1999;341:
1426-31).

Having a scope introduced into you is an uncomfortable if not
painful experience and virtual scopy might be the answer. Com-
puted tomographic colonography (CTC) was introduced in 1994
and uses reconstructed CT images of the bowel after due prepara-
tion to produce a colonoscopy-like image. Like other CT scans,
this can be done by a trained technician supervised by a radiolo-
gist. A study on 100 patients with colorectal polyps found the
accuracy of virtual colonoscopy to be 87% compared to conven-
tional colonoscopy. Of course, if you see something, you cannot
biopsy it virtually (N Engl) Med 1999;341:1496-503).

Masala's chefs knew that drinking red wine reduces the chances
of getting a heart attack and always hoped that it would be the
same for strokes. Researchers in the USA prospectively studied
over 22 000 men physicians over 40 years of age and found that
light to moderate alcohol consumption reduced the overall risk of
stroke. Having just one drink a week was enough, and whether
you drank wine, beer, or spirits did not matter (N Engl J Med
1999;341 :1557-64).

The chefs further find that alcohol lowers the risk of coronary
heart disease by its effect on lipids and haemostatic factors. A
meta-analysis of 42 studies (BM) 1999;319: 1523-8) finds that
30 g of alcohol per day reduces the risk of heart disease by nearly
25%. The alcohol significantly increased concentrations of high
density lipoprotein cholesterol, apolipoprotein A I, and triglycer-
ides. Several haemostatic factors related to a thrombolytic profile
were modestly affected by alcohol.

Hypericum herbal extracts (hypercicins, hyperforin, and flavonol
derivatives) are the most commonly prescribed antidepressants
in Germany, according to a commentary on a paper published in
the BMJ (1999;319:1534-9). The paper describes a randomized
controlled multicentre trial on 263 patients from general practices
in Germany. The extract was as effective as imipramine and more
effective than placebo. Serious adverse events were not noted in
any group and the commonest side-effect in the hypericum group
was nausea.
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