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She began to ary as she related to me
the pain of having o live with her
mark; of the many cruel statements
made in reference (ot by children dur-
ing her school-age years and, later of
the unabashed stares and discrimina-
fion she, received in the work force.
The discoloration of her birthmark was
difficult to camoflage. even with the
heaviest of make up.

COI\/[b.'ﬂ.INTTY NOTES

Laser

Treatment
| FOI"
Birthmarks

New to the Hlll This Procedure
Would Make the Gorbachey
Visage Less Distinctive

By Tina 5. Alster, M.D.

REMEMBER CONSULTING
on my Erst patient with a dis
fipuring birttmuark, lewis dir
Irir.| i secomd vear of pPiost-ir
duate resideney training At ile
and I'was confronted with o waorman,
41 who had endured & lHetime of
riddicule bécause oo dark red mark
over half of her oce, The mark was
present ot bicth and involved her ear,
cheek, chin and neck. Over the vers,
it hueed progressed in color fram a pals
pink to a bright red toa pecaliarshade
o purple
Shis had been seen by many dodtors
prior o consulting me and had always
bedn fold the same thing—nothing
could be done to improve the ap

pearance of her birthmark: or “port-
wing stain” without significant
SEarring:

political cartoons of Soviet Premier
Mikhail Gorbachevs portwine stain, A
benign vascular lesion is one which is
comprised of abnormal bloor vessels
{henee, vascular) and will not turm in-
to cancer (therefore, benign).

The portwine stain is caused by a
cluster of abnormally large blood
vessels close to the surface of the skin,
It occurs in about three out of 1,000
births, can be pale pink to a dark pur-
Ele depending on the density D[Fllhl:

lood vessels, is present on the face

andior neck in approximately 90 per-
cent of cases (though: can be found
anywhene on the body), and never
disappears: spontanecusly or on ils
WL

Other benign vascular lesions in-
clude “strawberry™ Hemangiomas and
telangiectasios (commaonly, refered o
a5 “Spidder veing) In contrast to port
wine stains, hemangiomas are not
mutinely. present at birth, but anse
within the first years of life. In most
cases, they imvolute or disappear on
their owr.

Ihe portwing stain I5 among many
birthmarks that can be pavehological
Iy damaging, affecting selb-esteem
and thuos, how they relate o others
and fit m at work or school. While
thuse lesions do nid present o seridus
health threat in-most patients; in the
case of extensive facinl lesions. bones
and the surmounding soft tissue on the
mvolved side may grow more rpidly
than normal and in perhaps five per
cent of the patients, there. ar
assogiated seizures, mental retardation
and glavcoma (this condition 15 called
SturgeWveber syndrome).

Up until the advent of laser sungery,
the'maore than ane million people in
the Lnited States with portwine stains
had to choose betwesn covering thair
birthmarks with makeup or risk
sigrithcant scarming by skin gratting

In the above series is 4 patient before
treatments (toph; after two sessions or
at the one-guarter point (middle); and
finally at the half-way peint in the

treatment after four sessions (boltom)

flesh-colored tattpoing or radium
implanis.

Although the word 15 now in-com-
monise fow people know that laser
is an acronym for "Light Amplification
by Stimulated Emission oF Radiation”
and, put simply, i5 an intense beam of
light. In the case of vascular bir-
thmarks, the laser light passes through
the top layer of skin likelight through
glass, leaving the skin intact while
destroying excess blood vessels below,
The first lasers used in the treatment
of vascular lesionsg incloded the angon
and garbon diexide  lasers  which
helped lighten the red color, but also
coused some scarring due to the addi-
tional effects on the normal surroun-
ding skin

The' newest - laser, the pulsed dye
laser, 15 a more accurate laser and
specifically destrovs the abnormal
blood vessels @ithout damaging the
surmounding skin, Thus, treated akin
appears normal, ans normally (due to
preservation of mnning cells or
melanocytes) and feals normal (doe to
preservation of the nerves)

The technology that makes this laser
s0 stpering is that the flashes of yellow
light (from a particular dye) with a
wavelength only absorbed by
hemoglobin (the substance that gives
blood s red color) 15 used to destroy
the cluster of enlarged blood vessels
that stans the skin

Rather than continuous, this laser
pulses which avaids the heat buildup
and burning that wone common com-
plaints with the anzon laser Lighten-
ing of the birthmark s achieved
because the yvellow laser’s heat is just
enouph to cause the blood cells o clot,
making the blood vessels: die and
disappear. Patients repart that the feel-
ing of discomfort is similar to the feel-
ing of a rubber band snapped next to
the skin

She was refered (o me doe o my in
terest in comestic dermatology. Untor-
tunately, ['could not provide her any
additional information regarding effec-
fve treatment of her birthmark, but
pm‘mu.ud her that | would inyestigate
the issue | spake with several bf my

calleagues abont her condition, 'but

none knew of a method of treatment
which could mid her of her mark
without scarming

It wais not undil | came acness a paper
written by a researcher in Boston, thul
I became aware of the ude of [nsers o

erpse vascular lesinns soch ) as port

Wil Stains

The mare | read, the momn nterested
I becamit and shortly thireatter, wis
gecepted  for-asonevear climcal angd
reseanch. proiram in laser surgery i
Bostan, OF course, my: ale dolleagues
ribbedd me about ot fantasies of St
Wars" medicine, hut the ¢vidimce of a

cure for these devastating hessions wils

high-and | chose to head north. 1owas
not disappointed
And Hhe pds of Malures b
SHall pot (n dhedr s
Never ol hare-lpm
Moe ek o
Dlespesedt- i patitity
Shill Hheir chndren be
Shakespeare, A Midsummer
Night's Dream (Act V, Sc.i., 406
The world | received o preliminary
education about the very exstence of

stinal
LT

These treatments are all done on an
outpatient basis without need for
general anesthesta, In fact, except for
very young children, the laser pulses
are tolerated without local anesthesia.
Children are best treated before enter-
ing school'since the lesions are lighter
and, therefore, easier 1o treat, not to
mention allowing for the avoidance of

sychological trauma once the teasing

ins-at school

Several weeks after treatment pa-
tients see results; but most will require
moare than one treatment, For total
disappearance of a portwine stain, {or
eample, one needs an average of
seven o'eight laser treatments to the
entire area, while telangiectasias or
“spider veins” fequines only one o s
treatments.

Understandably, parents' with
blemished children and adults who
havielived through the trauma af hav
ing an unsightly birthmark put enor
Mous pressures on the medical coim-

mumity o provide accurate dinjmose:
mitthids

prognotes and  treatment
That is nit fo say that trea
necessary of promoted for ¢
But it was because of the distress
and pemsistence of the young
I New Haven and my subsedquedni
desire to find & “space age u"mrr-. in
ardir (o help herwhich propelied o
o, Ty I.1II‘|"!."1'I| SPHRCIMILY, She did
subsequently receive liser surgery
teeatment by me, and currently leads
a happy life and no trace of her bur-
thmark remaing MNow, how' about your,
Mr. Gorbachisy? | ]
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