God sent us here to make mistakes—
ELLA WHEELER WILCOX

omes to the
clinicaslender
20 vear old
Vietnamese girl
carrving a crumpled
slip that savs “rule
out renovascular
hvpertension ” She
speaks no Englsh,
but her older
~ brother, who nter
prets, savs that she
has had high blood
pressure for seven
years Like most of
the other 87 hvper-
tensives triaged at the clinic that afternoon
she has no palpable phvsical signs, but her
blood pressure 1s high and the electrocardio-
gram shows too much left ventricular strain
for her age
What to do? Intravenous pvelography
1s now deemed to be too insensitive, arterio-
graphv too invasnve, digital arteriographv
too uninformauve, and Hippuran scans
too useless A captopril technenum DPTA
test 1s done the renin levels double after
captopril and the left kidnev retains the

Letter from Chicago: Fallibility

dve longer than the nght As the duplex
colour Doppler imaging 1s inconclusive an
arteriogram 1s ordered 1t shows a verv ught
stenosis of the left subclavian arterv, the
descending aorta 1tself graduallv narrows
down, and the left renal arterv 1s severels
stenosed at 1ts ongmn  Onlv now 1t becomes
clinicallv apparent that the pulsation of the
left radial arterv 1s markedIv reduced

In the widelv read teaching exercises of
the presuigious medical journal from New
England this 20 vear old woman would have
been described as presenung with severe
hvpertension All but one of the 23 students
would have immediatelv picked up the
decreased left pulse at the wrist and made a
diagnosis of common or garden Takavasu’s
disease Thev mught have also recogmised
the one student who missed the decreased
pulsation as an atvpical example of cervical
tabes dorsalis, with loss of deep sensation at
C7 and C8 Some form of vascuhts would
have been considered i1n the differenual
diagnosis

Vasculiis was also hugh on the hst of the
clinicopathological conference reported 1n
the 8 August 1ssue of the same journal It
concerned a 35 vear old man with mental
changes and left sided focal neurological
signs found to have several space occupving
lestons In addition to donatung several pints

of blood for common and esoteric laboratory
tests, this man also underwent an MRI
(magnetic resonance 1maging), more MRI, a
lumbar puncture, a computed tomographv
scan of the chest, a computed tomographs
scan of the abdomen, an ultrasonogram of the
abdomen another of the testis, an x ras
of the lumbar spine, another computed
tomography scan of the brain, a course of
steroids, a radionuchide bone scan, a left
radical orchiectomy, a stereotacuc biopsy
of the corpus striatum, another lumbar
puncture another computed tomograph
scan, and then a serological test for svphihs —
which came back positive

The attending phvsician 1n charge, who
deserves the highest praise for reporting the
case, described the experience as humbling
A well developed sense of self preservanon
generallv prevents most of us from thus
adverusing our mustakes The 22 wise
medical students apparentlv also mussed the
diagnosis The one with the tabes, who
mav have come up with the correct answer
from personal experience, was awav having
his antineutrophil cvtoplasmic antibody
levels measured \not having an orchiectomy,
one would hope; to rule out possible co
existing polvarteritis nodosa —GEORGE DUNEA,
attending phvsician, Cook County Hospual Chucago,
USA
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