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effects of dehydration. Exercising the calf muscles every
half hour while seated by spending a few minutes flex-
ing and rotating the ankles is also recommended to
reduce the effects of stasis.

The prophylactic use of aspirin, and in some cases
subcutaneous heparin, to prevent deep vein thrombo-
sis is under discussion. Under the auspices of the
WHO, studies are planned to evaluate the risk of deep
vein thrombosis associated with travelling by air. The
aims of the research programme are to determine the
frequency and cause of travellers’ thrombosis through
epidemiological studies, to identify who is at greatest
risk through pathophysiological studies, and to under-
take clinical studies that will focus on the effectiveness
of possible preventive strategies.”
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When I use a word
Pelvis

Many medical, physiological, or anatomical terms have
origins that we never even think of. Often they are no
more than Latin translations of the ailment’s
appearance, as with erythema nodosum (red

nodules) or pityriasis rosea (rosy coloured scurf), but
sometimes the origins are far more arcane and
interesting.

A fine example lies in the pelvic bones. Pelvis itself
comes from the Latin for a basin shape. The
acetabulum, the hollowing in the bony pelvis that
forms the receptive portion of the hip articulation, is
named after the small cup used to hold a popular
dipping sauce at Roman dining tables. It was roughly
four or five centimetres across and held vinegar (acetic
acid).

Then we have the sacrum, the triangular bone at the
base of the axial skeleton, with its four or sometimes
five foramina (from the Latin forare, to bore a hole)
allowing passage of the sacral nerves. That the word
sacrum shares common sounds with sacred and
sacrament is no accident. Sacrum is a shortened form
of os sacrum, the Latin translation of the Greek hieron
osteon, or sacred bone. In times gone by the sacrum
was thought to be the seat of the soul.

The rest of the pelvis is sometimes called the
innominate bone (one having no name, and sharing
that dubious distinction with a large vein and a large
artery further up the body) and consists of the ilium,
ischium, and pubis.

Pubis, the bone at the lower front part of the pelvis,
simply relates to the genitals, the groin, or pubic hair
and shares its root with such words as puberty and
pubescence.

Ilium was used in Roman times to describe such
diverse concepts as the flank, the sides, and the entrails.
The latter might be a confusion with ileum, the third
portion of the small intestine. This short region of
bowel may in turn have received its modern name
erroneously, having been muddled with ileus, now
denoting paralysis of the bowel. Ileus originally meant
colic, from the Greek eilein meaning to roll.

Ischium has a less complicated background, coming
simply from the Greek iskhion, for hip joint. But it
does give us the seldom used word ischiatic, meaning
pain coming from the hip area. We now shorten this to
sciatica.

Ed Walker trust specialist in emergency medicine, Dewsbury
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