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THE EDITOR’S DESK
Science and  
Clinical Potpourri 
for Your Life and 
Your Practice 
Superfast Flights Across the 
Atlantic

In February 2020 an unusually 
powerful jet-stream-supercharged 
storm, Ciara, brought massive waves 
and mighty winds to Northern 
Europe. Many flights were canceled 
in England and Ireland because of 
the storm, but the jet-stream condi-
tions actually accelerated flights 
departing from across the Atlantic. 
In fact, the acceleration effect led 
to a Boeing 747 aircraft operated by 
British Airways that left New York 
for London to reach a top speed of 
825 mph, making it the new record 
for the fastest-ever subsonic flight 
for this route. The flight from New 
York to London took only 4 hours 
and 56 minutes. 

Several other planes, facilitated 
by the same wind-assist, were only 
a few minutes slower than this 
remarkable flight time. The flights 
were considered sub-sonic (even 
though at times they were in excess 
of the speed of sound, because it 
was a wind-assisted event). 

The supersonic Concorde jet 
made its last commercial passenger 
flight, traveling at twice the speed of 
sound from NYC’s JFK International 
Airport to London’s Heathrow 
Airport on October 24, 2003. The 
British Airways jet carried 100 pas-
sengers, including actress Joan 

Collins, model Christie Brinkley 
and a couple from Ohio who paid 
$60,000 on eBay for two tickets on 
that flight. Prior to that last trip, a 
roundtrip trans-Atlantic fare typi-
cally cost in the vicinity of $9,000.

It’s hard to know what evolution 
in the technology of flight has in 
store for us. But if you go back just 
50 years and compare the technol-
ogy of the time with what we have 
now…..it is mind boggling.

Bugs in the Gut: Our “Gut 
Microbiota” May Influence 
the Brain

As has been reported, millions of 
microorganisms colonize within 
each of us, known as the “gut 
microbiota.” An extensive, and 
growing body of high-quality 
research describes how this microbi-
ota can impact virtually every organ 
in our body, including the brain.

The interactivity between the gut 
microbiome and the brain is known 
as the “microbiome–gut/brain axis.” 
Those suffering from neurological 
and developmental conditions, such 
as Alzheimer disease and the spec-
trum of autism manifestations, often 
also suffer from chronic GI symp-
toms. A recent study (McElhanon 
et al, Pediatrics. 2014;133:872) 
reported that children with autism 
are about four times more likely 
to experience GI distress than 
non-autism suffering peers. Might 
abnormal gut bacteria amplify or 
in some manner be associated with 
autism symptoms? Would ‘correct-
ing’ gut microbiota have an effect on 
the autism symptoms?

Researchers at Arizona State 
University and Northern Arizona 
University got to work on these 
questions, recruiting 18 children 
with Autism Spectrum Disorder 
who also had chronic GI problems. 
The participants followed a 10-week 
treatment consisting of antibiotics, a 
bowel cleanse, and then a high dose 
of microbiota fecal transfer.

The researcher reported that 8 
weeks after the treatment, 80% of 
the patients experienced reductions 
in their GI issues and significant 
improvements in their autism-
related symptoms. At follow-up 2 
years later, the patients still experi-
enced a 58% improvement in their 
GI symptoms assessed using a stan-
dardized and valid instrument. The 
nature and degree of autism mani-
festations decreased by 47% as well. 

What this meant in terms of con-
dition severity was that at the start 
of the study 83% of the 18 children 
were classified as “severe” on the 
autism spectrum, while at 2-years 
after the intervention only 17% of 
children fell under this classifica-
tion. Of even greater importance 
and moment was that 44% of the 
children had scores below the 
Autism Spectrum Disorder diagnos-
tic cut-off point (Kang. Sci Repts. 
2019;9:5821).

The notion that “bugs in our 
guts” might influence the work-
ings of the brain would have been 
viewed as absolute lunacy just 
10 years ago. While the current 
research is hardly definitive in sug-
gesting that the treatment should be 
administered, it seems that some-
thing is going on here that warrants 
additional research.
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Researchers at MIT Do 
It Again! Another Break-
through in Monitoring

So, we’ve come to know that I-o-T 
(the Internet of all Things) has 
come to mean that there are more 
and more “connections” that we 
embrace that lead to the Internet. 
Well, adding yet more connectivity, 
investigators have pioneered their 
way into soiled diapers. Yes, now 
there is a system that allows busy, 
distracted, fatigued or otherwise 
forgetful parents to know that their 
child has a wet diaper on.

Those of you who diaper and 
who go shopping for diapers know 
that most brands have a color strip 
indicator on them denoting the 
degree of saturation or soiling. But 
that requires the parent to go look-
ing. But what if…. and this is the 
question the MIT researchers pos-
ited….the one responsible for diaper 
duties (ie, the parent, babysitter or 
delegated one) could be alerted from 
afar? Much in the same way that 
an oven timer or alarm clock might 
trigger our attention?

Those advanced thinkers at MIT 
propose to revolutionize the way 
diapers are monitored by inserting 
a cheap, and apparently effective, 
sensor into the child’s excretory 
capture garment we’ve come to 
know as the diaper. Costing only 
about 2 cents per diaper, the sys-
tem is free of batteries and runs on 
an ingenious system of chemistry, 
based on the hydrogel system it 
runs on. It is, quite simply an alarm 
system for diapers!

The absorbent hydrogel whose 
electrical conductivity is altered as it 
gets wet, allows a passive radio fre-

quency indentification (RFID) tag to 
transmit a wireless signal to a dedi-
cated monitor within a 1-meter radius. 
So, while not ‘ultra remote,’ nonethe-
less, the little one can be monitored 
without the need to pick up, unclothe, 
and thus physically perturb them. 
Basically the hydrogel serves as an 
antenna for moisture detection. 

No babies were placed at risk 
with the initial trials, as baby dolls, 
swaddled in diapers, received ali-
quots of saltwater infusion. Of 
course, in all seriousness, the 
technology has other translational 
possibilities as not only babies wear 
diapers. Consider adults with issues 
of incontinence and for the sole 
healthcare provider who is charged 
with monitoring several patients 
simultaneously. 

The Discovery of a New, Old 
Planet: A Self-taught Man 
with a Passion for the Cosmos

Let’s go back 90 years, to Flagstaff, 
Arizona and its Lowell Observatory 
where 25-year-old Clyde Tombaugh, 
who had been studying the sky 
for a year, identified a mathemati-
cally conjectured ninth planet. 
Photographing the sky night after 
night, he was comparing images that 
had been taken 6 days apart and 
noticed a faint object that appeared 
to have moved against the field of 
stars. He had formally discovered 
what would be called “Pluto.”

What led up to the discovery of 
this distant body were observations 
that the seventh planet, Uranus, 
experienced orbital tugs by some-
thing—could it be yet another 
planet? Indeed, the planet turned 
out to be Neptune, the eighth planet 
from the sun. But this led to the 

observation that something was 
influencing Neptune’s orbit—and 
hence the impassioned search of the 
sky by Tombaugh looking for yet 
another heavenly body. At the time 
the yet-to-be-discovered body was 
termed “Planet X.”

The Lowell observatory is named 
for Percival Lowell who was a 
businessman of enormous wealth 
and an intense interest for celestial 
phenomena. His preoccupation with 
the planet Mars led to his claim that 
there were canals there suggesting 
life forms that created them. His 
interests also included a search for 
Planet X, and this is where Clyde 
Tombaugh entered the picture, as 
he was hired to do the painstaking 
observations.

Tombaugh grew up on a farm in 
Illinois and his quest to become a 
professional astronomer was dashed 
by a series of bad economic events 
that wreaked havoc on the fam-
ily farm. With college tuition an 
impossibility, he embarked on a 
structured, self-taught plan of learn-
ing the mathematical skills needed 
for astronomy. Drawings that he 
sent to the Lowell observatory for 
their critique led to a job inter-
view and his hiring. His discovery 
of Pluto was rewarded with a full 
scholarship to the University of 
Kansas where he studied astronomy 
and graduated in 1939.

And a bit of trivia—Pluto is the 
only celestial world (as of this writ-
ing) named by an 11-year-old young 
lady. In 1930 an Englander named 
Venetia Burney suggested the name 
“Pluto” (Roman god of the under-
world), which her grandfather 
submitted to the Lowell Observatory 
on her behalf. It was accepted and 
there you have it!


