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Why do Seniors get Pneumonia  
As we all know, Post Polio speeds up the aging process: 

by Bob McCown 

Bob McCown, physician 

Answered Sep 11, 2016 

 

Pneumonia has for a long time been called “the old man’s friend”, because the elderly and infirm 

would end their suffering with pneumonia. In my residency we sometimes called it the “final common 

pathway”, an allusion to a concept in biochemistry. 

This is a somewhat long review of the general physiology of pneumonia, so bear with me. I think the 

explanation is understandable to lay people and makes sense, at least I hope so. 



Old people have, as I noted in the heat injury question, less reserve. The heart of a young person can 

double or triple it’s pumping with exercise or stress, the lungs can double or triple oxygenation / air 

movement with the need to do so. Many old people are living at their limit of heart and lung function. 

When one has pneumonia, part of the lung is filled with fluid. If you are living at capacity at rest or 

slight exertion and suddenly the blood coursing through the lung can’t get to the oxygen (because the 

air sacs are full of fluid or the spaces between the air sacs are soggy) then you don’t have enough 

oxygen for running the body. 

The lungs when healthy are soft and pliable. When afflicted by pneumonia the lungs become stiff, hard 

to move. The actual effort to move what air the person can move is increased. Oxygen demand goes up, 

but the supply does not. 

The heart needs oxygen to burn it’s fuel to do it’s job. The heart is at it’s maximum performance at rest 

or slight exertion on a good day - now it can’t get enough oxygen. Ever put your hand over the air 

intake on a car engine? It starts to run rough. 

On top of that, the person gets a fever. Fever increases oxygen requirements dramatically, but we have 

already noted that we can’t deliver enough oxygen. 

The immune system is not as good in the elderly, one of the reasons they get more cancer than the 

young, and can’t perhaps respond to infection as well. In addition the elderly are more likely to be 

malnourished than younger people. 

Pneumococcal pneumonia, the most common community acquired pneumonia, often has some degree 

of diarrhea. This leads to fluid loss. Can’t keep the perfusion up to the tissues. The blood pressure may 

stay up, but the actual flow through the kidneys, heart, intestines, brain is not as good. 

If your intestines don’t get blood they can’t absorb nutrition. You can’t fight infection, build 

immunoglobulins and white blood cells without food. 

In general the circulation system of the elderly is not as clear and open. Blood vessels are tortuous, and 

stiffer than in the young. One of the controls on blood pressure is the ability of the tiny vessels all over 

the body to squeeze down on the blood, to increase resistance, to keep the pressure up. The body 

controls perfusion pressure literally second to second by controlling the size of small blood vessels, for 

instance when you hop up to standing from lying down. Doing this a healthy young person’s blood 

pressure won’t change. In an older person the pressure will change more, and adjust more slowly. 

There can be all sorts of other things go wrong, clotting of blood, clots spreading, vomiting with 

aspiration into the lung, stroke, heart attack, buildup of waste as the kidneys don’t work, as 

complications. 

Pneumonia, even treated, has a fatality ratio (number of deaths divided by number of cases) of 10% and 

higher as folks get older. The more lung in involved, the worse the fatality rate climbs, very rapidly. 

People think we can give an antibiotic and cure folks - even Streptococcus pneumoniae, (which is not 

the same as the organism for Strep throat, but related) which is still always sensitive to penicillin 

(although some places to higher doses) is often fatal. Other common pneumonias are caused by 

mycoplasmas, (a strange bacterium without a cell wall), viruses, and the Legionaires disease organism. 

We can kill all the bacteria and the person still dies because of the fluid in the lungs. You can’t just suck 

it out, it’s in the microscopic lung sacs, the consistency of mayonnaise. 

That’s why the elderly die of pneumonia. 



Get your Pneumococcal vaccine shots, both of them. I’ve had mine. I’m getting what must be my 

fortieth influenza vaccine in the next two weeks, too. 

 

 

Cracks 

by Jessie Heninger 

 

Not everyone knew about the cracks but everyone had them.  Dotty had her own, of course, cracks 

were what made you human. At times they could even make you beautiful. Like that Japanese pottery 

that was mended with gold to become something even more lovely than it had originally been. 

 

But the cracks were dangerous, and hurt. Sometimes they continued to ache off and on like a bruise that 

never fully healed. If one of your cracks broke open it could hurt the people around you. This happened 

all the time, especially to people who didn't understand about cracks, to the people who didn't know to 

be careful. Once in a while a person would split so wide open and deep that the devil tar that lived 

inside would flow out destroying innocent people in it's wake. That had happened not long ago at a 

school; killing children and spreading hundreds of new cracks, like a spider web of fissures 

crisscrossing the country. 

 

Dotty knew all of this and she knew about her own. She had learned how to walk lightly over the areas 

of her soul that were most vulnerable. 

 

Which is why she was caught so unaware by the breaking open of one of her very oldest cracks. In the 

end it wasn't something catastrophic that broke her open. Instead, it was something small, and vain 

which made it even worse when the chasm in her heart split wide and shattered her soul. 

 

She hadn't heard the warning sound of the cracks spreading like thin ice at the end of winter. And was 

shocked as her spirit snagged and she toppled over the edge. 

 

She hit the tar-like substance so hard that all the air rushed out of her lungs. She reached for the bottom 

of the pit with her feet but this crack was old and years of insecurities had carved it deep. Deep enough 

to drown in. 

 

She struggled against the sticky tar, but it was hard to keep her head above it's oily surface. 

 

She was treading the liquid now, trying to make her way to the edge where she could climb out. She 

knew from experience that there was a way out. Sometimes it was a small thing, like a sunny afternoon, 

or a crocus peeking up from the snow. Sometimes the only way out was the hand of a friend. She 

simply had to stay above the black surface long enough for them to hear her cry and find her. 

 

Dotty was trying very hard to stay above the swampy, water. She was trying hard not to splash the 

poison on the people around her. She told herself not to give up, somehow she'd find a way out because 

she always had. 

 

But, her arms were getting tired and her heart was too heavy and her friends had disappeared. What if 

some cosmic event had split open all the cracks, and her friends were waiting for her to pull them 

out and she was waiting for them? If she got out but they didn't make it, what then? 

 



She didn't think a chasm like that could ever heal over. In fact it's sharp edges may just slice open her 

heart and she'd bleed to death. 

 

Her arms were growing numb and her head was sinking lower into the slime. She prayed to her God 

that he would send her a way out; a humming bird, or the laughter of a child. Anything that could give 

her a way out of the hate and ugliness coursing through her own soul. 

 

"Just a little longer." She whispered to herself. "You can wait a little longer." 

 

Reprinted with permission from DearReader.com Write a DearReader Contest. For more information 

about DearReader.com, go to:  

http://www.supportlibrary.com/nt/landing.cfm?x=1229 

 

Polio 

From Medline Plus 

 
Polio is a viral disease that can affect nerves and can lead to partial or full paralysis. The medical name 

for polio is poliomyelitis.

Causes

Polio is a disease caused by infection with the poliovirus. The virus spreads by: 

 Direct person-to-person contact 

 Contact with infected mucus or phlegm from the nose or mouth 

 Contact with infected feces 

The virus enters through the mouth and nose, multiplies in the throat and intestinal tract, and then is 

absorbed and spread through the blood and lymph system. The time from being infected with the virus 

to developing symptoms of disease (incubation) ranges from 5 to 35 days (average 7 to 14 days). Most 

people do not develop symptoms. 

Risks factors include: 

 Lack of immunization against polio 

 Travel to an area that has had a polio outbreak 

As a result of a global vaccination campaign over the past 25 years, polio has largely been eliminated. 

The disease still exists in some countries in Africa and Asia, with outbreaks occurring in groups of 

people who have not been vaccinated. For an updated list of these countries, visit the website: 

www.polioeradication.org.

Symptoms

There are three basic patterns of polio infection: subclinical infections, nonparalytic, and paralytic. 

Most people have subclinical infection, or may not have any symptoms. 

SUBCLINICAL INFECTION SYMPTOMS 

 General discomfort or uneasiness (malaise) 

 Headache 

 Red throat 

 Slight fever 

 Sore throat 

 Vomiting 

People with subclinical polio infection might not have symptoms, or mild symptoms may last 72 hours 

or less. 

http://www.supportlibrary.com/nt/landing.cfm?x=1229
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/003190.htm
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/002247.htm
http://www.polioeradication.org/#_blank
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/003089.htm
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/003090.htm
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/003117.htm


Clinical poliomyelitis affects the central nervous system (brain and spinal cord), and is divided into 

nonparalytic and paralytic forms. It may occur after recovery from a subclinical infection.

Exams and Tests

During a physical examination, the health care provider may find: 

 Abnormal reflexes 

 Back stiffness 

 Difficulty lifting the head or legs when lying flat on the back 

 Stiff neck 

 Trouble bending the neck 

Tests that may be done include: 

 Cultures of throat washings, stools, or spinal fluid 

 Spinal tap and examination of the spinal fluid (CSF examination) using polymerase chain reaction 

(PCR) 

 Test for levels of antibodies to the polio virus

Treatment

The goal of treatment is to control symptoms while the infection runs its course. There is no specific 

treatment for this viral infection. 

People with severe cases may need lifesaving measures, especially help with breathing. 

Symptoms are treated based on how severe they are. Treatment may include: 

 Antibiotics for urinary tract infections 

 Moist heat (heating pads, warm towels) to reduce muscle pain and spasms 

 Painkillers to reduce headache, muscle pain, and spasms (narcotics are not usually given because they 

increase the risk of breathing trouble) 

 Physical therapy, braces or corrective shoes, or orthopedic surgery to help recover muscle strength and 

function

Outlook (Prognosis)

The outlook depends on the form of the disease (subclinical, or paralytic) and the body area affected. 

Most of the time, complete recovery is likely if the spinal cord and brain are not involved. 

Brain or spinal cord involvement is a medical emergency that may result in paralysis or death (usually 

from respiratory problems). 

Disability is more common than death. Infection that is located high in the spinal cord or in the brain 

increases the risk of breathing problems.

Possible Complications

Health problems that may result from polio include: 

 Aspiration pneumonia 

 Cor pulmonale (a form of heart failure found on the right side of the circulation system) 

 Lack of movement 

 Lung problems 

 Myocarditis (inflammation of the heart muscle) 

 Paralytic ileus (loss of intestinal function) 

 Permanent muscle paralysis, disability, deformity 

 Pulmonary edema (abnormal buildup of fluid in the lungs) 

 Shock 

 Urinary tract infections 

Post-polio syndrome is a complication that develops in some people, usually 30 or more years after 

they are first infected. Muscles that were already weak may get weaker. Weakness may also develop in 

muscles that were not affected before.

https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/002311.htm
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/003369.htm
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/002223.htm
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/000521.htm
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/002290.htm
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/000121.htm
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/000129.htm
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/000149.htm
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/000260.htm
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/000140.htm
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/000039.htm


When to Contact a Medical Professional

Call your provider if: 

 Someone close to you has developed poliomyelitis and you haven't been vaccinated. 

 You develop symptoms of poliomyelitis. 

 Your child's polio immunization (vaccine) is not up to date.

Prevention

Polio immunization (vaccine) effectively prevents poliomyelitis in most people (immunization is over 

90% effective).

Alternative Names

Poliomyelitis; Infantile paralysis; Post-polio syndrome

 

Does This Wheelchair Make Me Look Fat? 

 
Another good topic came up in one of my Facebook Polio groups.  Body shaming.  I mentioned that I'd 

read in a book, an older woman speaking to a younger woman, “Your body is perfect.  It only has to do 

three things:  Protect you from disease, make beautiful human babies, and keep your bones from falling 

out.”  That really resonated with me as well as with several other women.  One man said it left males 

out.  Well, yes, it sort of does.  Men's bodies can do 2 ½ of those three items, though.  However, if my 

male readers want to pout about it, they will just have to find a quote that applies to them rather than 

us. 

 

Body shaming does apply to both genders, although mostly to women.  Men seem to be OK with how 

they look and don't worry about it overly much.  Sometimes small men try to compensate by starting 

bar fights, but I'm here to tell you, a black eye and broken bones does not really enhance your appeal.  

Women, though, are taught from early childhood that we have to look a certain way or we will never 

find a mate.  Look around you at married couples, will you?  See very many wives who are movie star 

quality?  Nope.  Men are not as stupid as they are sometimes said to be.  They know that once you are 

familiar with a person you cannot tell if she's beautiful or only beloved.  What counts is what is inside.  

No, I'm not talking about a healthy liver or heart, although for longevity, they are a bonus.  And please, 

guys, don't make the mistake a friend of mine did.  He said, “My wife is so beautiful inside that she has 

pushed all her ugliness to the outside.”  Lucky for him, his wife has a great sense of humor.  You might 

not be that lucky. 

 

I drive a purple wheelchair with a purple leopard spotted seat cover.  I wear brightly colored clothing 

and more importantly I almost always also wear a smile.  If people don't like the way I look, they can 

look elsewhere.  After all, I do not cover the entire horizon.  People might stare.  In fact, they often do.  

Do I care?  Not anymore.  Actually I want them to see me.  Keeps their toes out from under my wheels. 

 

How about dating?  Can a less than perfect figure keep you from dating?  Not really.  It might weed out 

the superficial guys you wouldn’t be happy with anyhow.  I know lots of women, mostly polio 

survivors, who worry that they will always be alone.  First of all, that isn't as sad a fate as you might 

think, and second of all it isn't necessarily true.  The trick is to be happy on your own.  If you are 

always concentrating on how you look, you have less time to develop other interests.  Boring.  Even 

downright ugly is better than boring.   

 

So women, forget what the magazines/TV/movies try to teach you.  Those models are starving and if 

they are anything like me when they are hungry, they are not pleasant to be around.  Also they are 

https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/007606.htm


probably airbrushed.  Develop a sense of humor, some interesting hobbies, a tolerance for your own 

company, and quit worrying about your outside.  There will always be someone who admires you just 

as you are.  Know your worth.  Self confidence is a very attractive feature and kindness is, too. 

 

Web Corner 

Meet Mr. Mindfulness (on the power of meditation) 

https://parade.com/717983/parade/meet-mr-mindfulness-how-jon-kabat-zinn-brought-mindfulness-to-

the-masses/?fbclid=IwAR1iBsqp66Gbv24FG9uR0QGc--eni2WpfFcltczHuhdY_9dae0AlmD2OUYE 

 

16 Everyday Tasks, and What They Feel Like for a Person With Chronic Fatigue (applies to our fatigue 

as well) 
https://themighty.com/2018/11/doing-everyday-tasks-with-chronic-

fatigue/?utm_source=newsletter_chronic_illness&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=newsletter_chr

onic_illness_2018-11-21 

 

 

Chicago Neighborhood Association Calls Proposed Home Remodel for Disabled Girl 'Horrible' 
https://themighty.com/2018/11/chicago-neighborhood-old-town-triangle-fights-home-remodel-

disabled-

girl/?utm_source=newsletter_disability&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=newsletter_disability_2

018-11-23 

 

Polio campaign winds down on positive note: 

https://postcourier.com.pg/polio-campaign-winds-positive-note/ 

 

Newlywed left paralyzed after catching a “cold” on honeymoon 

https://honey.nine.com.au/2018/11/21/10/37/newlywed-cold-honeymoon-polio-illness 

 

“Cure” without medication 

https://www.facebook.com/curewihoutmedicinestolivelonger/videos/2170814166575849/ 

 

Access and Inclusion Through Technologies 

https://paper.li/e-1452749534#/ 

 

Producer Tells About What Inspired His Movie “Breathe” 

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-5004351/Producer-tells-story-inspired-new-movie-

Breathe.html 

 

Chairs Made for People with MS (might be handy for PPS, too) 

https://ms.vela.eu/?fbclid=IwAR3PzJ21f8AYXsC3-

k40dza_2rqkATJ6WRVxXK__rKaKtOi481kl1p7TmYM 

 

Polio-like Illness tests an overstretched public health system: 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/polio-like-illness-afm-tests-an-overstretched-

public_us_5beda4f9e4b07f6a97f8def3 

 

Other Polio Newsletters 

https://www.papolionetwork.org/ 
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https://parade.com/717983/parade/meet-mr-mindfulness-how-jon-kabat-zinn-brought-mindfulness-to-the-masses/?fbclid=IwAR1iBsqp66Gbv24FG9uR0QGc--eni2WpfFcltczHuhdY_9dae0AlmD2OUYE
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https://themighty.com/2018/11/chicago-neighborhood-old-town-triangle-fights-home-remodel-disabled-girl/?utm_source=newsletter_disability&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=newsletter_disability_2018-11-23
https://postcourier.com.pg/polio-campaign-winds-positive-note/
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https://poliosurvivorsnetwork.org.uk/enter/ 

 

https://www.poliohealth.org.au/ 

 

http://www.post-polio.org/ 

 

https://polioepic.org/ 

 

http://snapsnv.org/ 

 

A Little Bit of Humor 

 
The Silent Treatment 

 

A man and his wife were having some problems at home and were giving each other the silent 

treatment. 

 

Suddenly, the man realized that the next day, he would need his wife to wake him at 5:0 0 AM for an 

early morning business flight.  Not wanting to be the first to break the silence (and LOSE), he wrote on 

a piece of paper, 'Please wake me at 5:00 AM  He left it where he knew she would find it.  

 

The next morning, the man woke up, only to discover it was 9:00 AM and he had missed his flight 

  

Furious, he was about to go and see why his wife hadn't wakened him, when he noticed a piece of 

paper by  the bed.  

 
The paper said, 'It is 5:00 AM. Wake up.'  Men are not equipped for these kinds of contests. 
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