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Was TV star’s disease bor n of B.C. virus?
______________________________________

Four from sit com have Parkinson’s

BY ROD MICKLEBURGH, VANCOU VER

Wa s the Parkinson’s dis ease that Cana dian
acto r Mi c h ael J. Fox has battle d fo r the past
dozen years cau sed by a vir us he picke d up
on a long-ag o, CBC -TV sit com?

It is pos sib le, according to a  new telev i-
si on docum e n tar y that says Mr. Fox is one
of fou r members of the sho rt-liv ed Leo and
Me sit com to sub seque n tly be diagn ose d
with the dege nerative dis ease.

Donald Calne, directo r of the Neurode -
ge nerative Dis order Cent re at the Unive rsity
of B.C. Hospi tal, said the rare patient clu s ter
le n ds sup por t to an eme rgi ng theor y that vi-
ral infection s coul d be one of the caus es of
Parkin s on’s dis ease.

"If it’s all cor rect, yes, I think so," said Dr.
Calne, who is tre ating two patients who
wo rke d with Mr. Fox on the 12-epi sode co-
me dy that was broadca st in Britis h Colu m-
bia in 1978.

"They tol d me they knew him when they
we re wit h him in telev isi on out here," he said
ye s terday.

"If the TV docum e n tar y is cor rect, and
there are actually fou r patients wit h Parkin -
son’s dis ease from that show, it cer tainly
ma kes one a bit suspi cious."

Dr. Calne said recent studie s have fou nd
that the re is a hig her risk of dev elo ping

Parkin s on’s among teache rs and health -care
wo rke rs, bot h of whom are in reg ular con -
tact wit h people sus c eptib le to influe nza .

Othe r wo rke rs who spend a large amoun t
of time clo se to each other, such as log gers
fo rced to sle ep in bunkhou ses, are als o high
on the Parkinson’s risk lis t, said Dr. Calne,
an exper t on the disease.

"This cou ld be becau se the re is an infec-
tiou s ag ent."

He said res earche rs now regard gen eti c
backg rou nd as a facto r in only a sma l l num-
ber of Parkinson’s cases. The fact that sev-
eral members of the same family may get
the dis ease cou ld be more indicative of the
risk of sharing a similar env ironm e n t, Dr.
Calne added .

Increa singly, res earch is focusing on theo-
ries that Parkinson’s may be trigg ere d by a
si ngle eve n t, such as a tox ic att ack or some -
thing as sim p le as a vir ule n t st r ain of influ-
enza .

Dr. Calne said the re is no way of det e r-
mining pre cis ely why fou r wo rke rs on the
same produ ction crew wou ld dev elo p Par-
kinson’s. "Bu t they may hav e been in clo se
prox imity, like a family, for a long per iod of
time."

In the document ary, to be run on CTV
April 7, he says : "We think that the re may

be quite transie n t, brief expos ures to the en-
vi ron ment that do damag e and are then ove r.
Bu t the damag e le ads to premature death of
cells in the brain."

Leo and Me wa s filme d on location wit h
a Vancouver film crew. Among the act ors
wa s fa st-talk ing 16-ye ar-ol d "Mike Fox" from
suburban Bur nab y in his first TV job.

The show did not air on the ful l CBC net-
wo rk until 1981.

Je rry Thompson, writer and directo r of the
document ary, entit led The Par kin son’s Enig-
ma, said the sig n ific a n ce of the CBC clu s ter
will likely nev er be known. "It is a ver y cu -
riou s and int e resting que s tion, but it cou ld
be not hing more than chance."

The main thr ust of the document ary, said
Mr. Thompson, is about the scie n ce of un-
rave lli ng what cau ses Parkinson’s dis ease.

Mr. Fox does not refer to the clu s ter in the
document ary, but he talks mov ingly about
how the disease has change d him.

"The re’s dis comfo rt. It’s progres siv e. I
can’t do all the things that I use d to do. But
at the same tim e, too, it’s .... change d me so
fundament ally. It’s been a gift in the sense
that it’s really opene d me up to not tak ing
things for grant e d, for hav ing a more emp a-
thetic vie w of other people’s situation s."

With a rep ort fro m Rob ert Matas
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