An Unusual Case of Untreated Lepromatous Leprosy with
Rare Bacilli: An Immunologic Follow-up

To THE EDITOR:

Previously one of us (') reported in the
JOURNAL a most unusual case of untreated
leprosy with clinical signs and symptoms of
nodular lepromatous leprosy which was
confirmed by characteristic dermal histo-
pathology following routine hematoxylin
and eosin staining. Surprisingly, acid-fast
organisms were found only after extraor-
dinary effort. Organisms from these lesions
were, however, characteristic of Mycobac-
terium leprae in morphology, growth
kinetics in mice, lack of growth on Lowen-
stein-Jensen medium, antimicrobial sus-
ceptibility, and were demonstrated to con-
tain phenolic glycolipid-I. At the time this

case was reported, the immunologic mech-
anisms of this unique host-parasite inter-
action were under investigation. Herein we
wish to report studies whereby we examined
the ability of peripheral blood mononuclear
leukocytes (PBL) from this patient to re-
spond to mycobacterial antigens. As shown
in The Table, fresh PBL, studied repeatedly
over an 18-month period, responded vig-
orously (stimulation index = 10) to whole
M. leprae as well as to purified protein de-
rivative of tuberculin (PPD). Although, as
can be seen, a minority (18%) of leproma-
tous patients’ fresh peripheral blood leu-
kocytes respond to M. leprae (%), this patient
is remarkable even as compared to that
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THE TABLE. Proliferative response of PBL from an unusual patient.?

*H-Thymidine incorporation in cultures stimulated with

S . Background
Patients studied (phosphate M. leprae PPD
buffered (cpm + S.EM.)
saline)
Unusual case (15 Jan. 85) 4,118 + 609 48,652 + 7,258 47,234 + 3317
Unusual case (14 May 85) 5,610 + 1,048 61,659 + 7,159 114,590 + 7,726
Unusual case (23 July 86) 3,116 = 567 32,705 + 4,189 96,834 + 7,238
Nonresponder lepromatous (?) (N = 28) 6,889 + 1,298 7,383 + 1,161 79,476 + 9,344
Responder lepromatous (?) (N = 6) 3,291 + 1,383 25,775 + 5,737 95,670 + 19,029
Borderline tuberculoid (*) (N = 9) 4,541 + 1,406 40,881 = 9,396 89,890 + 13,942

* Proliferative responses of 2 x 10° PBL were measured after stimulation with 10 ug/ml whole M. leprae and
100 ug/m1 PPD as described previously (°). *H-thymidine incorporation was measured on day 6. Results represent

mean cpm of four replicate cultures.

group in the general degree of responsivity
to M. leprae and more comparable in re-
sponse to that of borderline tuberculoid pa-
tients. Indeed, the profound lymphocyte
stimulation demonstrated by this patient
indicates that the cell-mediated immune re-
sponse to M. leprae is intact, and such im-
munity may explain the finding of rare M.
leprae in the skin of this otherwise typical
untreated lepromatous patient. Further-
more, this unusual case serves as a reminder
that at the lepromatous pole of the spectrum
there appears to be significant immunologic
heterogeneity.
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