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LEGIONNAIRES' DISEASE

R
ecently I received news of one of my classmates whose 

husband (let’s call him Tom) had been hospitalized after 

being diagnosed with Legionnaires’ Disease. He was 

feeling pain in his neck accompanied with flu like symptoms and 

difficulty breathing. A trip to the emergency room and X-rays 

revealed a small infection on one lung. 24 hours later X-rays 

showed both lungs fully infected with a body temperature of 104 

degrees. He was put in a chemically induced coma, put on kidney 

dialysis due to kidney failure and was receiving nutrition through a 

feeding tube. He also suffered from Sepsis, which is an infection in 

the blood stream. After one month in the hospital, he is expected 

to make a full recovery. Doctors at the hospital informed him that 

this is common and often mistaken as the flu.

The Legionella bacterium was named after an outbreak in 

1976 when many people who went to a Philadelphia convention 

of the American Legion got sick with pneumonia. About 6,000 

cases were reported in the United States in 2015. It is a type of 

bacterium found naturally in freshwater environments. It can 

become a health concern when it grows and spreads in human 

made water systems like showers, hot tubs, fountains, hot water 

tanks, cooling systems, sprinkler systems and large plumbing 

systems. After Legionella grows and multiplies in a building water 

system, that contaminated water then must spread in droplets 

small enough for people to breath in. People get Legionnaires 

Disease when they breath in small droplets of water in the air that 

contain the bacteria.

Most healthy people exposed to Legionella don’t get sick. 

People at increased risk of getting sick are those over 50 years of 

age, current or former smokers, those with chronic lung disease, 

people with weak immune systems, cancer patients and those 

with underlying illnesses such as diabetes, kidney failure and liver 

failure. 

Tom worked as a machinist who used water to cool the metals 

that he worked with. It is believed that the water vaporized in the 

cooling process and was breathed in. The vapors, which contained 

the Legionella virus, entered his lungs and attacked his body. 

If you develop a cough, shortness of breath, fever, muscle 

aches or headaches and have been exposed to any human 

made water systems such as hot tubs, don’t self-diagnose, get 

immediate medical attention. Your life may depend on it. 1 out of 

10 people who get sick from Legionnaires’ Disease will die due to 

complications from their illness.

As I sit here and write this article, I am looking up at my 

father’s obituary card which hangs on the wall above my desk. In 

4 days it will be the 10th anniversary of his death. Though he did 

not die of Legionnaires’ Disease, the sting of his death still lingers 

in me today. If you’re reading this article, I am certain that you too 

may know the sting of death. Losing a loved one is one of the most 

difficult challenges on this road that we call life. Sometimes the 

courage to live on after losing a loved one seems out of reach. I 

would like to close with a poem that was written by a friend of the 

family who passed away on August 12, 2017. “Courage doesn’t 

always roar. Sometimes courage is the quiet voice at the end of 

the day saying, I will try again tomorrow. Try is a small word that 

can make a big difference. If we try, we only risk failure, but if we 

don’t, we ensure failure.” 
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