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Seven-year-old tetanus victim Alijah Williams with his mother, Linda, at the Starship children's hospital yesterday. Picture I Sarah lvey . 
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'It was hideous' - family's ·tetanus agony 
byNatruieAkoorie b~~p;;::yin~:~r so;;~ cf~~r o~;;ta~- - The director of Auckland Uni-
natalie.akoorie@nzherald.co.nz but she was hoping for a full recovery. gency department, Dr Mike Shep- versity 's immunisation advisory 

· Alijah Williams woke up with a 
sunken face. Within 36 hours, the 
7-year-old Auckland boy was crippled 
by body spasms, unable to swallow 
and racked with pain. 

"He was screaming in agony," 
mother Linda Williams said. 

Alijah had contracted tetanus, a 
potentially fatal disease which gets 
into the body through a wound and 
attacks the nervous system. 

"It was hideous. He was spasming 
every three minutes. He was biting his 
tongue and bleeding. His arms were 

. spasming and he was arching his back 
and his whole face and jaw was com­
pletely locked." 

Mrs Williams, a healthcare worker 
and husband Ian, a food technologist, 
rushed their middle child to the 
Starship hospital. 

That night, last Thursday, a doctor 
suspected tetanus, which fitted with 
the fact Alijah had a cut on his foot, 
but more importantly he had never 
been immunised. 

Alijah was admitted to a ward but 
24 hours later he was moved to inten­
sive care, put into an induced coma 
and paralysed by drugs to prevent the 
spasms and relieve the pain. 

His breathing had to be monitored 
because the muscle contractions 
could close the airway, and later a 

i tracheotomy tube was inserted in 
' Alijah's throat to help him breathe. 
I "That is really scary as a parent to 
j watch your child like that, " Mrs 
i Williams said. 

Slowly over the next few days, 
Alijah improved. He is no longer para­
lysed, but can communicate only by 
nodding or shaking his head. 

Yesterday, he smiled for the first 
time when cousins gave him their 
drawings. 

Mrs Williams said she had not 

"He's getting better and better. herd, said tetanus was an incredibly centre, Dr Nikki Turner, said 10 per 
He's still getting the spasms but painful and debilitating condition cent of tetanus cases were fatal. 
they're not as often or as long." which involved months of recovery. "Patients often end up in intensive 

Doctors have told the couple, who "People used to die of it a lot. If you care and they need to be on a venti­
have two other children, Emias, 9, don't immunise against it, then it's lator because they go into paralysis 
and Jaiya, 2, the recovery could be defmitely a risk." and can't breathe. It's a very nasty, 
long. · Tetanus was caused by a poison- very painful disease." 

Alijah could be in intensive care ous toxin produced in bacteria found People often did not realise the 
for six weeks, in hospital for four in soil and harboured by animals. seriousness of the disease and made 
monthsandfacea12-monthrecovery. It could be caught only through a their own assumptions about 

Mr Williams said the disease was . wound but that could be as insignifi- vaccines from reading incorrect in-
devastating and the family were cant as a cut from a rose thorn. formation on the internet, she said. 
"absolutely shocked" by it. Dr Shepherd said there had been "We hear stories from parents 

The couple wanted to warn other at least five cases of tetanus in who say, 'I wouldn't have taken the 
parents ofthe dangers of tetanus. unimmunised children at the Starship internet story so seriously if I'd 

Mrs Williams said they made what in the past 10 years. known'." 
they thought was an informed de­
cision not to vaccinate their 
children because of con­

. cerns over adverse reac­
tions, but had since 
changed their minds. 
"Our two other chil­
dren were immun­
ised last Friday." 

They wrote to 
Alijah's teachers at 
his school urging 
parents to consider 
vaccinating their 
children, at least 
against tetanus and 
whooping cough. 

"We're doing this 
only to prevent any other 
kids and parents going 
through what we have 
gone through." 

The clini-

Alijah Williams 
was never 
immunised 
against tetanus. 

What is tetanus? 
Tetanus toxin is one of the most 
potent known poisons and 
contracting it does not build 
immunity. Symptoms include fever, 
hand and foot spasms, drooling 
difficulty swallowing. lockjaw, and 
powerful muscle contractions which 
can ·cause fractures and muscle 
tears. 
How bad is it? 
Despite modem intensive care,10 
per cent of people who get tetanus 
die. Those who survive usually make 
a full recovery after physical 
rehabilitation. 
How can you protect yourself? 
NZ has had vaccinations since 1960. 
Almost 95 per cent of infants and 
children are vaccinated against 
tetanus, diphtheria and pertussis 
(whooping cough) at 6 weeks, 3 
months, 5 months,15 months, 4 years 
and 11 years. After that, a booster is 
recommended every 10 years. 
Source: Immunisation Advisory 
Centre. 
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Sticky Note
This does not square with a document from Dr Elizabeth Wilson, https://s3.amazonaws.com/2011-IMAC/elizabeth.pdf   which states three children in the last ten years. 1 boy 4 yrs, 2 girls ages 16 months and 9 yrs.




