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Tetanus
Tetanus is a disease caused by a toxin [poison] pro-

duced by the germ Clostridium tetani, which produces 
stiffness and spasms of skeletal muscle. It often begins 
in the muscles of the jaw, hence the name “lockjaw”. 
Years ago people could die from tetanus due to the 
jaw locking, leaving them unable to eat or breathe. 
Fortunately in this age of modern medicine tetanus 
infections can be successfully cured.

The tetanus germ is actually quite fragile. It cannot 
live in the presence of oxygen and does not survive 
well outside of the human body. It does, however, pro-
duce spores [seeds] which are extremely resistant to 
adverse conditions. These spores are widely distribut-
ed in soil and in the intestines of many domestic and 
farm animals. The spores can also be found on skin 
surfaces as well as on many inanimate objects in our 
environment. The tetanus germ itself is not harmful, 
but it produces one of the most potent toxins known.  
This toxin is what causes the severe muscle spasms. Tetanus is not contagious 
from person to person and antibiotics are ineffective as they have no effect on the 
harmful toxin.

The tetanus germ enters the body through any type of open wound. The incuba-
tion period ranges from 3 to 21 days, usually about 8 days. The deeper the wound, 
the less oxygen is present and the tetanus spores proliferate spreading the toxin 
throughout the bloodstream. Tetanus may follow puncture wounds, especially step-
ping on a nail. A rusty nail is only slightly more dangerous than a non rusty nail only 
because its surface is rougher and a little more likely to harbor germs. Burns, bites, 
and even minor scratches can also lead to tetanus. Occasionally the victim may not 
even recall a preceding injury.

Tetanus immunization came of age during World War II. Tetanus fatalities fell 
from thousands per year to just cases as of the last report in 2010. Almost all 
reported cases of tetanus are in those who have never been vaccinated or those 
who were properly vaccinated but have not had a booster in the preceding 10 years.

Routine tetanus immunization begins after birth at age 2 months and is a series 
of 4 doses with a booster at about 5 years of age prior to entering school. From then 
on a booster is needed every 10 years throughout one’s lifetime to maintain ade-
quate protection. Receiving a booster sooner than necessary is not harmful. Better 
safe than sorry. Tetanus vaccination is almost 100% effective and unlike the old 
horse serum used years ago, the new variety being used rarely causes any serious 
adverse reactions. The most common problem for some after receiving the tetanus 
shot is a sore arm with occasional redness and swelling around the injection site. 
This will resolve on its own and is not an allergic reaction.

If you have sustained an open wound to the skin:

1. Clean the wound with soap and water and receive a tetanus vaccination 
as soon as possible if:  

•You’ve never had one before.  
•If the wound is very dirty and deep and your last booster was more than 5 years 

ago.  
•If the wound is relatively clean and minor and your last booster was more than 

10 years ago.

2. Have your health care provider keep you up to date with an every 10 year 
booster. 
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Local surfers honored 
The Santa Cruz Scholastic Surf League presented its annual season-end awards 

on Wednesday, April 24. The Santa Cruz Mountains High School Surf Team 
received the second place trophy for overall team results for the 2018-2019 comp 
season, which ran from October through March. 

Honored at the event was San Lorenzo Valley High sophomore, Cade Martin-
Hansen, who ended the season ranked second overall in the men’s longboard divi-
sion, with first place going to Santa Cruz High senior, Alo Slebir. Martin-Hansen’s 
season record was the strongest of any SLV High surfer since their present surf 
team was formed in 2012.

The Santa Cruz Mountains High School Surf Team is a competitive team made 
up of surfers from San Lorenzo Valley High, Scotts Valley, and a number of schools 
in Santa Clara County. This is the second consecutive year the team has achieved a 
second-place ranking in the region, which extends from Marin County in the north 
to Carmel in the south.
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