Appendectomies that Almost Went Wrong

VIROJ WIWANITKIT, M.D.*

A middle aged female presented to an
emergency room complaining of pain in her lower
abdomen. It had started in the epigastrium and
moved to a lower midline location with some re-
bound but normal bowel sounds. The admitting
doctor consulted a surgeon who diagnosed acute
appendicitis and took her to the operating room and
started spinal anesthesia. A McBurney incision was
made and no appendix was found after a prolonged
search. It was only then that the anesthesiologist
noted that the patient’s heart sounds were on the
right side and that they were dealing with a case of
situs inversus. An inflamed appendix was then
removed through a second midline incision and all
ended well.

An 18-year-old student, the son of a diplo-
mat from an other Asian country, was admitted to
the hospital with classical physical and laboratory
findings of acute appendicitis. The only problem
was that both patient and his father insisted that
his appendix had been removed 5 years earlier
abroad. The young man also had a typical McBurney
incision to show the admitting doctor. A CT was
ordered and did not reveal any explanation for the
physical findings and high white blood count. The
appendix could not be visualized by CT. An inter-
nist was called to consult and, after taking his own
history and examination, stated that this was
clearly a surgical abdomen. It could be an inflamed
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appendiceal stump or Meckel’s diverticulum with
regional illeitis or tuberculosis of the small bowel
being very unlikely in view of the unremarkable CT
findings. Further questioning of the family revealed
that the “appendectomy” had been performed in a
small peripheral hospital in the native country of the
patient and by a “very young doctor”. The family
did, after much discussion, agree to exploration at
which time a large. previously untouched and in-
flamed appendix was removed from its normal
anatomical position.

These two cases of appendicitis teach us
two lessons. The first patient obviously never had
an even precursory physical examination to exclude
other medical problems or even conditions that
could mimic acute appendicitis such as a pleural
effusion or lower lobe pneumonitis. Operating on a
patient without doing a proper gencral examination
borders on malpractice and should never happen in
a good hospital{1-6). The sccond case was a new
experience to the attending physician and surgeon.
The country where the first operation was per-
formed is one noted for good medical care and none
of the doctors involved expected this event. The
consulting internist, however, had seen a similar
case many years ago in the United States and the
possibility of a sham operation or one where an in-
experienced surgeon docs not find the appendix
through a small incision, must not be dismissed.
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