
March 2018: Zebras  
 
We have mentioned Zebras in past writings, but this is a good time to refresh your memory.  When 
doctors see patients, we must come up with what is referred to as a “differential diagnosis.”  This is a 
process of distinguishing between two or more conditions sharing similar signs or symptoms.  In short, 
this means, what illness is truly affecting this patient?  Sometimes, it is very easy, and others; more 
complex.  A phrase I heard in medical school dealt with this topic of the differential diagnosis.  It was 
often said by attending physicians, our educators and mentors, if you will, and it was this:  When you 
hear hoof beats, think horses; not zebras.  It was a way of telling you to use common sense, and think of 
the most  obvious and not get lost in the strange or esoteric illnesses.  Well, today we’re going to talk 
about a zebra-Hantavirus. 
 
Earlier this year, when the flu was running rampant, a nine-year-old boy was taken to his doctor with 
signs and symptoms consistent with influenza.  He was treated symptomatically and sent home to 
recover.  He didn’t.  In fact, he became much worse, even to the point of not being able to breathe on 
his own.  After being hospitalized, and almost a month of testing, he was diagnosed with Hantavirus. 
 
This is a rare viral condition, caused by contact with rodents, such as deer mice and the white-footed 
mouse.  The rodents, and therefore the virus are usually seen in rural areas where forests, fields, and 
farms are located.  The virus may occur in places around the home, crawl spaces, barns, sheds, garages, 
storage facilities or vacant buildings.  As the weather turns cold, the rodents look for shelter, and the 
aforementioned areas may pose an increased risk for exposure.  This is especially true when warmer 
weather occurs, and these areas are opened and cleaned.  The virus can be found in soil, as well.  It can 
be contracted by inhaling dust that has been contaminated by the rodent’s saliva, feces, or urine, 
(airborne transmission).   It can also possibly be contracted as a foodborne illness by eating such 
contaminated foods.  The deer mouse is literally found coast-to-coast here in the United States.  This 
particular virus can’t be transmitted between people; so it is not a contagious disease.   
 
This virus can lead to a very serious, sometimes fatal lung infection, termed Hantavirus Pulmonary 
Syndrome, HPS.  In fact, the virus is fatal in a reported 36 percent of cases.   
 
So, here is an infection with the same set of signs and symptoms as the flu, at least initially.  But, instead 
of being self-limiting and patients getting better with time and treatment of symptoms, this disease 
progresses to the point of being much more serious.  Often, these patients will require being placed on a 
ventilator to help support their breathing.   
 
The point is to know that sometimes, those hoof beats you hear are from zebras, not horses.  If you are 
diagnosed with the flu, but the symptoms continue to worsen, go see the doctor sooner, rather than 
later.   
 
Thank you. 
 
Dr. Steve 
 


