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Rachel Walther, 8, shows off her sweat-free hands. Rachel had sur-
gery for hyperhidrosis, a condition that causes excessive sweating.

NO SWEAT

Surgery ends misery of wet palms, feet for 8-year-old girl

By BETH REINHARDT

SPECIAL TO THE EXPRESS-NEWS

o one wanted to hold
Rachel's hand.

A petite 8year-old
with blond hair and

constantly wet and cold. Her
hands and feet would sweat. She
wore gloves at piano lessons to
keep the keys dry She kept a
towel in her desk at school to

what made her cry was that no

Dr. Mielson describes the surgical
procedure to Rachel. After some
discussion Dr. Nielson's youngest
patient is ready for the surgery.

one wanted to hold her hand. Ra-
chel has hyperhidrosis, a condi-
tion that causes excessive sweat-
ing.

Her mother, Sarah Walther,
knew something was not right.

“At age 2, | noticed that her
socks would be soaking wet and
her hands would be sweaty” Sa-
rah recalls.

When Rachel was 3 vears old,
her mother knew the sweaty
hands and feet were abnormal,
but their pediatrician said she
would outgrow it

“Then I saw a ‘20/20" special
on it and, boy, did I bawl. [
thought, “That's my girl, that's

Rachel is the youngest patient operated on by David Nielson, who
developed a minimally invasive surgical treatment for hyperhidrosis.

my daughter;’ " Sarah says.

At the time, she did not hear
the name, hyperhidrosis, and it
was several vears later before
chmel found a diagnosis for Ra-

Hyperhidrosis affects 0.6 per-
cent to 1 percent of the popula-
tion, or about 6,000-10,000 people
in San Antonio. It is a hered-
itary condition caused by an
overactive sympathetic nervous
system. Symptoms include ex-

treme sweating of the hands, un-

derarm area, face, scalp or feet.
It is associated with Raynaud's
Syndrome (cold hands that often
change colors because of hyper-

sensitivity to temperature
change), facial blushing and Re-
flex Sympathetic Dystrophy, pain
of the hands and arms,

Hyperhidrosis causes more
than the physical discomfort.
With time, it becomes an emo-
tional issue.

After seeing the news special,
Sarah and her husband, Larry,
knew their daughter would be in
for a tough time as she got older
Despite not having a diagnosis,
they still prayed for a cure. The
first treatment, Thysol, a topical
antiperspirant used by athletes,
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Girl gets relief from sweaty palms, thanks to S.A. doctor.
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did not work.
In the fall of 2000, Sarah asked

about hyperhidrosis. Rachel's
condition now had a name and a
possible cure, Sarah took the 800
number and put it on her bulle-
tin board.

The day Rachel came home
from school in tears because no
one wanted to hold her hand, Sa-
rah called.

“I had no idea the office was in
Ban Antonio,” she says.

Innovative treatment
Dr: David Nielson is a success-

University Medical School. At
that time, treatment of hyperac-
tive sympathetic nerve dysfunc-

incisions in the chest, spreading
the ribs, severing the nerve and
several painful days in the hospi-
tal. As technology allowed, Niel-
son has continuously improved
his endoscopic techniques of his
heart and lung surgeries, which
he used to create the ETS proce-
dure, by making smaller and
fewer incisions.,

During the procedure, Nielson
makes a single incision, one
twelith of an inch per side, under
each arm. Nielson inserts a 2mm
scope, camera and micro scissors
into the incision. Nielson com-
pares the size of his instruments
to angel hair pasta. Once the
sympathetic nerve is identified,
he severs it, which instantly im-
proves the excessive swealing

Rachel Walther, #, receives a post-op visit after her sympathectomy. Rachel's hyperhidrosis is a rare condition
that makes people sweat profusely. She was treated by Dr. David Nielson, a San Antonio cardio-thoracic surgeon.

The procedure takes 30 minutes.
The patient is able to leave two
to four hours after the procedure.
Rachel is the youngest patient
and smallest to have the proce
dure done, His patients now
range from 8 to 75 years old.

Emotional issues

“When I met Rachel for the
first time, I noticed the profound
sadness and the distress it was
for her at this young age,” Niel-
son says. “Rachel told me just
how much it affected her by the
look on her face.”

When asked about her sweat-
ing, Rachel would become very
annoyed. “Every time I'd start to
sweat, I'd get so mad. I'd feel like
sereaming my head off,” Rachel
says.

Many people are misdiag-

nosed. Dermatologists  recom-
mend botox injections into the
hands or Drysol as a treatment.
Some patients are told to simply
deal with the problem. Patients.
especially voung patients, are
told it is related to puberty Other
patients are told the sweating is
a panic attack and are prescribed
anti-depressants.
Patients suffering from hyper-
hidrosis — from teens wanting to
date but won't doe to sweaty
hands to adulis choosing a career
— face a lifetime of emotional
problems, Nielson explains.

“l can recount stories of pa-
tients who have been excluded
by classmates,” Nielson says,
while detailing the emotional
pain that hyperhidrosis can

cause,
Hyperhidrosis  affected  the
lives of 17-year-old Katie Stevens,

Kolenda, a freshman at San An-
tonio College.

“I felt separated from the oth-
ers,” Stevens says. “1 was really
embarrassed because my hands
were s0 sweaty and I didn't know
what was wrong with me.”

Kolenda agreed with Stevens:
“I felt different, and I was always
shy I worried about meeting peo-
ple or getting my paper wet in

Although they have never met,
Kolenda and Stevens used the
same techniques to cover up
their sweating They always
wore denim pants becanse it ab-
sorbs the sweat. They were able
to wipe their hands on their
jeans. Both carried a sweater
even in the hottest months, and
wore only white or dark colors
so that the sweat would not show
under their arms.

“I saw the reaction on people's
face when [ would shake their
hands and they would have to
wipe their hands off,” Stevens
Says,

Kolenda says she used stories

to cover her sweating by saving
she had “just washed her
hands.”

“Dr Nielson was so nice and
comforting” Stevens says. “He
shook my hand and then took
my hand and rubbed it. He was

surgery in February 2001. Both
report success. As for Rachel,
who two days before the surgery
ﬁml!hﬂmemll‘tsmmsmm}*
was a suceess also

Nlelsmih&dadﬂﬂmﬂttmd&
scribing his own happiness for
Rachel.

“It was most gratifving to see
her in post-op with her mom and
dad, fully awake and having the
biggest smile because her hands
were dry and warm,” Nielson
says. “She was ecstatic at the
change. I can't even describe the
happiness on her face.”

Sarah and Larry Walther are
relieved that Rachel does not
have to endure a lifetime of emo-
tional pain.

“1 feel like God was with us
from the beginning” Sarah
points out. “It is a euphoric fieel-
ing now that it is done, There is
no other way to describe it.”

If vou think you suffer from
Fyperhidrosis, call (877) VERY-
DRY or check the Web site at
WU BISUS.COMT.




