Asbestos In Old Milling Towns

Where Asbestos Comes From

Asbestos is a naturally occurring mineral. Asbestos has been recognized since ancient times for its fire proof ability. Asbestos fibers were woven into cloth by slaves. These cloths were then used for everything from tablecloths to wraps for deceased family members. 

Even during the earliest years of asbestos manufacturing, it was observed that those slaves that worked around the asbestos developed breathing problems and usually died young. The ancient philosopher Pliny the Elder went as far as recommend that slaves that had worked around asbestos not be purchased because they were likely to be weak or ill, and to recommend that those slaves working around asbestos wear a makeshift breathing mask to prevent the inhalation of asbestos dust.

Asbestos came into wide use during the Industrial Revolution. Asbestos, with its fireproof and insulating characteristics became a popular component of all types of building materials. By the 1900s, asbestos was considered an essential ingredient in most types of construction materials

During the boom years of asbestos production, many people were employed in the asbestos mills. These mills removed the asbestos from the ground and readied it for shipment to various manufacturing plants. These employees often became ill with various respiratory complaints and aggressive, hard to treat cancer. 

The illnesses that were common among asbestos mill workers, asbestosis and mesothelioma, were seen also in those involved in the manufacture of asbestos into building components. Soon it was determined that asbestos was the common denominator in these health problems, and demand for asbestos dwindled. 

Is Asbestos Still A Hazard Today?

Unfortunately, just because you do not work in an asbestos mill does not mean you are safe from the dangers of asbestos. Studies have shown that residents of towns surrounding milling communities have an elevated risk of developing asbestos and mesothelioma, as well as an increased risk of developing other types of cancer as well. 

Even today, many years after the end of asbestos in many parts of the country, asbestos exposure is higher in these towns.

How To Avoid Asbestos if you Live Near an Old Mill

If you live in an area that was part of an asbestos milling community there are ways that you can limit your exposure. Asbestos presents a health hazard by inhalation. Asbestos dust contains microscopic particles of asbestos that are shaped like tiny swords. These asbestos particles embed in the lung tissue where they cause irritation, inflammation and potentially cancer. In addition, it is thought, though not fully understood, that the asbestos fibers switch off a gene in the body that halts the production of tumor cells. This may explain why there is an increased incidence of cancers unrelated to the respiratory tract in individuals who have been exposed to asbestos.

The best way to limit your exposure to asbestos dust is to keep it out of your home. Do not use a broom or feather duster, but mop and use a wet cloth for dusting. Remove shoes at the door, and develop the habit of going straight to the sink to wash your face and hands when you come into the house at the end of the day. 

Pave with concrete or asphalt any driveways or walkways around your house. If you live in an area with a high level of naturally occurring asbestos, which you do if it surrounds a old asbestos milling community, the dust and gravel used on unpaved roads is likely to contain high levels of asbestos. 

If you think that you have been exposed to asbestos or are concerned about it you should see a physician. Although there is no way to remove asbestos fibers from the lungs, a doctor can run a variety of simple tests, such as a urine test or a lung wash to determine if you do have an abnormally high level of asbestos in your body. It is important to remember that we all have some asbestos in our bodies, as it is a naturally occurring mineral and is widespread. It can even be found in drinking water. 

If you do have an elevated level of asbestos in your body, it is important to take care of your lungs. Try to pinpoint when your exposure occurred, and avoid these activities or locations in the future. If you develop a cough, visit your doctor as soon as possible, as early intervention gives the best results. You may want discuss with your doctor routine chest x-rays or other screening tests. Mesothelioma, an aggressive and fast growing cancer is very difficult to treat, and often by the time a diagnosis is made, the patient is critically ill. 

Asbestos exposure in old milling communities is a legitimate concern. By assessing your risk and taking steps to protect your lungs you can minimize the odds of developing a health problem related to asbestos exposure. 

For more information on pleural mesothelioma and asbestos cancer, please visit The Asbestos and Mesothelioma Center at www.asbestos.com

