What is Typhoid?

Typhoid is transmitted by the ingestion of food or water contaminated with feces from an infected person.  The bacteria then multiply in the blood stream of the infected person and are absorbed into the digestive tract and eliminated with the waste.  Typhoid fever is characterized by high fever, profuse sweating, gastroenteritis, and non-bloody diarrhea.  Less commonly a rash of flat, rose-colored spots may appear.  When left untreated, typhoid fever persists for three weeks to a month and there is a 10%-30% chance of death.

Sanitation and hygiene are critical to preventing typhoid.  Typhoid does not affect animals and therefore transmission is only from human to human.  Typhoid can only spread in environments where human feces or urine are able to come into contact with food or drinking water.  Careful food preparation and hand washing are therefore crucial to preventing typhoid.  Public education campaigns encouraging people to wash their hands after toileting and before handling food are an important part of controlling the spread of the disease.

Typhoid fever has changed the course of history.  Around 430-426 BC, a devastating plague believed to have been typhoid fever killed one third of the population of Athens, including their leader Pericles.  The balance of power then shifted from Athens to Sparta.

