Methaemoglobinaemia — out
of the wash comes a blue baby”

Ivan Cher
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*“QOut of the blue comes
the whitest wash!” was
the slogan of Reckitt’s
Blue, a blue-powder
laundry whitener of the
19th and 20th centuries.

To THE EDITOR: “Out of the blue”, 1
received a personal message from a retired
nursing sister of a children’s hospital, who had
earlier written to the MJA' describing “a cluster
of neonates [who had] simultaneously turned
blue” in the 1950s. Her letter to me followed
one of mine in the Journal, describing methae-
moglobinaemia (MetHgb) in infantile keto-
acidosis, where the cyanosis responded rapidly
to diabetic control alone.* Rare as MetHgb is, it
has previously been recognised as a presenta-
tion of infantile acidosis.

The cause of the colour change in the
neonate cluster “was traced to dye from the
hospitals brandmarks on a batch of new
cotton nappies (which had been washed
before being marked)”.! The dye was under-
stood to have been “absorbed into the infants’
circulation via their raw umbilical areas”.

MJA o Volume 185 Number 11/12 e 4/18 December 2006

LETTER

As it turns out, nappy dyes have been
incriminated in MetHgb.* The POISIN-
DEX® System (Thomson Micromedex,
Denver, Colo, USA) revealed that the aniline
group is among the compounds capable of
causing MetHgb through any portal of entry,
even intact skin (Stephen Gibbins, Poisons
Information Specialist, Victorian Poisons
Information Centre, Melbourne, personal
communication). Another textile ink, ami-
nophenol, may also lead to the disorder.’
Other common causes of MetHgb are given
in the Box.

Aniline dyes were discovered in the 19th
century and found useful for inks and for
dyeing leather, which they penetrate as they
do living skin. They were also used in wood
stains, textiles, and oriental rug-making.
Because aniline dyes are not indelible and
are toxic, they are being superseded by
chrome dyes.

The hospital linen room concerned!
reports that they now apply dry, colour-fast
pigments using heat-pressed or stamped
“transfers” (Administrative Officer, Metro-
politan Linen Services, Brisbane, personal
communication).

It is not possible to confirm what the
“Baby blues” dye was — aniline or other.
Nor can we now establish whether the dusky

colour of the babes was due to absorbed dye
circulating passively. Circumstantially how-
ever, MetHgb would seem to have been a
likely possibility.*

In differential diagnosis, when cyanotic
infants or adults without cardiorespiratory
signs are encountered, we should not for-
get MetHgb, drugs and chemical toxins. In
patients with MetHgb, the blood will be
“chocolate-brown”; and yes — do remem-
ber to take a sniff for that exhaled ace-
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Causes of methaemoglobinaemia (MetHgb)

MetHgb can be genetic, through faulty haemoglobins or cytochrome deficiency. On exposure
to appropriate exogenous toxins, heterozygotes tend to be particularly susceptible, as are
infants per se without any such trait.* Nappy dyes have been incriminated.*

In the United Kingdom between 1961 and 1980, the most common industrial causes of acquired
MetHgb were chloroaniline, p-toluidine, nitrobenzene, nitrochlorobenzene, nitrates and amines
— frequently by dermal exposure. Nitrates, nitrites in food, local anaesthetics (particularly
benzocaine), and other medicinal agents, such as chloroquine, dapsone, para-aminosalicylic

acid and resorcinol, have also been im|o|ica‘ceo|.5'é
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