Celebrity Germ Freaks

By Martha Brockenbrough

It's sort of hard to look at Donald Trump's hairdo and say, "There's a sensible man." But he has a point when it comes to hygiene. On his Trump University blog, he confesses, "I don't like germs."   This means the "Art of the Deal" author isn't making them over handshakes.  "You just never know what that person did with his or her hand before it was offered to you to shake," he writes.  One might wonder what Mr. Trump does with his own hands, if he assumes this about other people. But, moving on ...

Trump isn't the only celebrity with an extreme view on germs.  Hollywood vixen Shannen Doherty reportedly is a germ-o-phobe, and it's worth noting she was married to Rick Salomon before he tangled tongues with Paris Hilton and Pamela Anderson.  We're guessing he must have seemed cleaner back then.

The music producer Timbaland told the World Entertainment News Network he flies on private jets "so I can stick to one aircraft rather than have to sit with a bunch of people coughing and sneezing. That way I know what I'm dealing with."  (Yeah, that's right. Everyday people like you and me. We're disgusting, apparently.)

Howie Mandel, the host of "Deal or No Deal," is even more extreme. A Philadelphia-based NBC news affiliate reported that Mandel has mysophobia -- an extreme fear of germs, and explains why he's shaved his curls (it's cleaner), and why he carpets hotel-room floors with more than two dozen towels when he visits -- not to mention gives his game show contestants the "knuckle bump" instead of a handshake. 

This condition isn't funny for the people who have it. Howard Hughes did, and the American Psychological Association speculated in 2005 that the phobia might have led to his drug addiction and end-of-life isolation.  Before he died, Hughes tried to create germ-free zones in darkened hotel rooms, wearing nothing but tissue boxes on his feet for protection. 

Given this, it's probably a good thing Hughes died before he had a chance to watch the Fox News exposé on hotel cleaning practices that made the rounds on the Internet recently.  The five-minute clip shows maids wiping the toilets with guest towels, and then taking those same towels to the countertops and drinking glasses. 

It makes the "Primetime" exposé that ran a few years back about dirty hotel rooms seem sort of quaint. They took an ultraviolet light to 20 hotels in four cities, and found bodily fluids on bedspreads, blankets, walls, carpets, desks, tables, chairs -- and even the Bible.  Shocking, they said, but "thankfully" not a health risk. 

The same can't be said for wiping the toilet and then a counter or drinking glass with the same towel. The expert quoted in the Fox video clip said that could spread all sorts of diseases, such as E. coli, salmonella, staph and shigella.

Even if we're not living the celebrity lifestyle, shaking hands, flying on airplanes and staying in hotels all the time, many of us civilians are a bit freaked out these days about germs.  Especially the ones like MRSA, which stands for methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus, a new strain of which is ravaging the gay community in certain U.S. cities, the New York Times reported.  MRSA can be a fatal infection.

So how can everyday people like us stay healthy -- short of getting our own private jets? 

And it's an old one, relatively speaking.  Dr. Ignaz Semmelweis discovered more than a century ago that washing hands prevents the spread of disease.  He noticed this after women giving birth in his Vienna hospital were many times more likely to die than women who had their babies at home.  It turns out the medical students went straight from cutting open cadavers to laboring women without washing their hands. Improved hygiene drastically reduced the maternity ward deaths. 

Still, it took 50 years for this practice to catch on, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported, but even today doctors and nurses don't always do it, according to the book "Better" by Atul Gawande, a surgeon who also writes for the New Yorker. 

Proper hand washing isn't just a rinse and a flick in the sink, either.  It's a good 15 seconds of vigorous scrubbing with soap and warm water, the CDC says.  It makes me wonder why someone hasn't invented a soap dispenser that plays a 15-second tune, reminding us all how long it takes to cut down our risk of getting colds, eye infections, diarrhea and other nasty bugs. 

Until then, though, we can all be thankful that our hygiene today is better than it's been historically. King Louis XIV had two baths -- in his entire life, according to a book called "The Dirt on Clean: An Unsanitized History," by Katherine Ashenburg.  Two baths!  And he was the king!

Come to think of it, maybe that's why people bowed and curtsied to royalty. I wouldn't want to shake those hands, either.
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