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Keeping Your Cool

As I write this, I am fortunate to be on Cape Cod for an annual week-long family vacation.  (Yes, I’m having a great time; thanks for asking.)  A beach vacation coincident with the summer’s most scorching heat wave is admittedly a stroke of good luck.  But even here, the heat nearly got the better of us.


Yesterday, the temperature near the elbow of the Cape topped off at about 100 degrees, with a heat index above that.  That might have dissuaded more sensible people from rigorous outdoor recreation, but not us.  My father and I are physical activity enthusiasts, as is my brother-in-law, who competes in triathlons.  So every day here is an attempt to squeeze in a bit more activity than the day before. 

Early yesterday, my father and I were out roller-blading as the temperature began to soar.  At about the 45 minute point into the hour-long routine, my father noted that he felt chilled.  Fortunately, a bit of shade and leisurely coasting saw us safely home.  Feeling cold when you should be hot is one of the early warning signs of impending hyperthermia, an elevation in the core body temperature.  When the body’s thermoregulatory mechanisms fail, disaster can be close at hand.
The body maintains its temperature in the heat by producing sweat, which evaporates from the skin.  Evaporation uses up energy, and thus dissipates heat, cooling the body down.  Humidity increases the perception of heat at any given temperature because sweat evaporates more slowly into wet than dry air.  When the humidity is high, the heat index- a measure of how hot it feels- rises above the actual temperature.  

Whenever ambient conditions- the intensity of heat, the combination of heat and humidity, or length of exposure- outpace the body’s cooling mechanism, body temperature can start to rise.  Characteristic warning signs presage the onset of dangerous hyperthermia.

Heat stress is simply exposure to conditions that test the limits of the body’s ability to stay cool.  At this point, you will likely be saying: “wow, is it hot!”.  Heat fatigue is a feeling of weakness related to the heat, and can be associated with cool, clammy skin.  At this point, you will likely feel a rather urgent need to rest and get out of the heat.  This is about where my father was toward the end of our roller-blade outing.  
Painful heat cramps, related to loss of salt and water, can affect muscles after exertion in the heat.  Heat exhaustion (also referred to as heat prostration) can be associated with nausea and confusion, along with skin that is cold and clammy.  Through all of these early stages, body temperature is actually still normal, although the system is on overdrive to keep it so.  
Finally, there is heat stroke.  At this point, sweating stops, the skin becomes dry, and delirium can develop.  Body temperature rises up to, and above, 104° F.  Without prompt medical attention, death is not far off.

Dozens of deaths have resulted from heat so far this summer in the US, and the same is true of Western Europe.  Most of the victims are the elderly or very young, who are more susceptible to overheating for reasons that include reduced fluid volume, use of medications, or inability to escape the heat.  Other victims are those engaged in extreme exertion.  A 15-year-old boy recently died in Atlanta following football practice, apparently due to hyperthermia.

Factors that increase susceptibility to hyperthermia, other than extremes of age and exertion, include chronic illnesses such as heart disease or diabetes; many prescription medications, especially diuretics; obesity; and skin disorders that interfere with normal sweating, including sunburn from the day prior.  Housing and neighborhood conditions can also contribute.  Homes without air-conditioning are obviously a potential hazard, as are neighborhoods without resources such as air-conditioned movie theatres, shopping malls or libraries to serve as an escape.

Whereas the treatment of serious hyperthermia requires the resources of an emergency room, prevention involves common sense and simple strategies.


Anticipate the dangers of exposure to the heat.  Limit exertion, don’t test the limits, and have an escape plan that will get you to a cool place quickly.  Drink more water than usual,  keep water handy at all times, and don’t wait until you get thirsty.  When my father and I repeated our skating route this morning in nearly comparable heat, my dad took along water- and felt fine throughout.


Limit intake of alcoholic and caffeinated beverages.  Both ethanol and caffeine are diuretics that cause loss of body water, and the metabolism of alcohol consumes even more body water.   And, of course, the effects of alcohol intake can mimic, and mask, the early warning signs of hyperthermia.


Other precautions for avoiding the dangers of heat include wearing light, loose clothing; avoiding the midday sun; avoiding large and hot meals, and use of an oven that can heat up a home.  If your home is not air conditioned, cool off in a movie theatre, shopping mall, or library.  

Despite the start of back-to-school advertising, the summer of ’06 is officially only half over.  More summer heat is probably inescapable.  But for most of us- with a few simple resources and a bit of planning- the associated dangers are not.
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