What a wonderful time in our lives! July 2000. We were expecting our first child and we were buying our first home in a wonderful neighborhood full of beautiful, older homes. “Are you aware of any lead based paint in your house?” This was the question on the form that was put in front of us the day we closed on our house. There is a place to check yes or no. There was barely a mention of it. The previous owners checked no and that was the end of the story.  Until April 2002.

Our daughter Leah turned one in April so we went to her one-year check up. One of the forms I was to fill out asked if we lived in an older home and in a certain zip code in Rockford. I checked yes and because of this, Leah was to get her blood drawn to get a lead test. I really didn’t think twice about it and thought it was a routine test. Two days later my pediatrician left a message on my answering machine that I needed to call him right away. Pediatricians don’t leave messages unless something is wrong. So I called him immediately and he told me that Leah’s lead levels were elevated.  A lead level of 0-10 is normal. Anything above 45 and the child should be hospitalized. Leah was at a 29. My pediatrician told me that the health department would be in contact with me soon in regards to what we needed to do.  So many questions went through our heads…Is Leah going to be ok? Did she eat paint? Do we need to move out?  Since we had no idea where the lead paint was or how Leah got poisoned, and I was pregnant with our second child, we decided to move in with my parents. We could not justify staying in the house when Leah was still crawling everywhere and putting everything in her mouth, having no idea if she could be poisoned more.  Not to mention the fact that I had read that lead could cause damage to an unborn child. We just could not take the risk.


A nurse and a lead inspector from the health department met me at our house. The nurse went over a lot of information about lead poisoning, most of which I had no idea. She told me that giving Leah a low-fat diet, and foods with high iron, calcium, and vitamin C, would help stop the absorption of lead in her system. We took her advice and really watched everything Leah ate. It worked because Leah’s next lead test a month later revealed her levels dropped to a 6. We had her tested a few times after that and it just continued to drop. The doctors have said that most likely she will not have any effects of the lead poisoning due to how fast it was eliminated from her system. This by far was the best news we could possibly hear. Obviously the most important thing to us was that our daughter was healthy. But then came the news about our house.


The lead inspector just did a visual inspection of the house the first day to see what types of tests he would need to conduct.  He then came back to the house another time and took about 5 hours testing the window sills, the floors, the walls, the doors, the door jams, the closets, the outside trim, and the garage. He held a lead reader (X-Ray Fluorescence Lead-In Paint Analyzer) up to the wall and it would give a number according to how high the lead content was. If the area he was testing was high, he would then do a dust swipe of the area and/or put paint chips from the area into a test tube. He was finding a lot of areas that were very high and very dangerous.


About three weeks later we received a letter from the lead inspector informing us of his results. He found 15 areas of the house that were lead hazards, 6 areas of the house that were potential lead hazards, and one area that had a potential low hazard. The 15 areas that were lead hazards needed to be mitigated within 30 days from the date of the letter, according to the law. However, because of the fact that we had moved out, the lead inspector gave us more time. The biggest areas of concern according to him were the windows, doorjambs, interior and exterior trim, and carpeting. 


After discussing our history with the house, the lead inspector came up with a few theories of how our house became such a hazard. When we moved into the house, most of the windows were painted shut, and had been for years. We decided to pry them open, and when we opened one window in the family room, we apparently let all the lead paint chips fall on the carpet. We vacuumed them up immediately but because our vacuum did not have a HEPA filter, the lead dust blew right out the vacuum and spread all over our house. We were also informed that most likely Leah did not eat paint chips as most people think. Most likely, the lead dust was in our carpeting and on our windowsills, so her hands and toys could have been contaminated with lead dust, and then she would put them in her mouth, like most babies do. This is the theory on how she got lead poisoning, however, we really don’t know. What we did find out for sure was that our house was full of lead paint and even worse, lead dust.


So over the summer, we got all new windows ($7000), ripped out all the carpeting and finished the hard wood floors underneath ($2500), painted the garage and the trim on the house and garage ($1500), wet sanded and patched all hazardous areas on floor boards, trim, doors, and window sills, painted every closet and trim inside the house (paint and sanding supplies totaled about $1000), replaced some doorjambs, and fixed all the doors in the house ($200), and cleaned every area of the house with a trisodium phosphate solution (TSP). We also had to purchase a HEPA vacuum ($350). During this time, the Health Department would check up on us periodically to make sure we were making progress and following health codes for removing or mitigating lead paint. 


We finally moved back into our house in September. In December, the lead inspector came back and did a visual inspection as well as took a few dust swipes. He then sent us our Certificate of Compliance saying that we had mitigated the lead hazards. This is the report that we will have to share with the next buyers of this house.  I am happy to report that Leah is still lead free. I vacuum with a HEPA vacuum very often and anytime we see any chipping of paint or nick in the trim, we paint over it immediately. And I guarantee I will have our son, Zach, tested at his one-year check-up, and Leah again at her three-year check-up, and probably every year for as long as we live in an older home. 


We have learned a lot from this experience. What frustrates us the most is that there are so many young couples, just starting families, buying older homes, and are completely unaware of the hazards of lead paint and more importantly, lead dust. As our friends were buying  a 30-year-old house, they requested a lead inspection (because of what we went through). Their realtor and the seller’s realtor did not know what to do because no one had ever requested a lead test. We do not understand this. After working so closely with the Health Department, I know that we are not the only people in Rockford with a lead paint problem. Children are being poisoned at very high levels. We need to make people more aware of the dangers of lead paint. In March of 2002, we were ready for me to quit my part-time teaching job to stay home with our children full time. Because of the debt we have due to this situation, I now am teaching full time. However, if our story can help other people avoid this health risk, then it is all worth it to us.

Name withheld to protect their privacy.   Rockford, Illiniois.

