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Typhoidal cells: unraveling the diagnostic conundrum

in brucellosis instead

Ruimin Li and Xiaogiang Lian, Handan Central Hospital

A 52-year-old woman was admitted for unexplained thrombocy-
topenia with a 1-month history of nausea and anorexia. Initial
blood tests showed leukocytes at 4.66 x 107/L, with neutrophils
at 62.8%. Her hemoglobin was 900 mg/L, and platelets were 29 x
10%/L. Additionally, C-reactive protein levels were elevated. The
bone marrow aspirations revealed increased granulocytes with
hemophagocytic cells (panel A, 100x lens objective, Wright-
Giemsa stain). Notably, distinct phagocytes with clustered pinkish
sandlike particles and displaced nuclei were found in bone
marrow smears (panels B-C, 100x lens objective, Wright-Giemsa
stain), which were also engulfing red blood cells (panel
D, 100x lens objective, Wright-Giemsa stain). These phagocytes,
known as “typhoidal cells,” are typically found in the bone
marrow of patients with typhoid fever. However, the patient
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worked on a sheep farm. Subsequent serological testing for
Brucella melitensis revealed a serum agglutination titer of 1:400
and a positive rose Bengal test. A blood culture confirmed B
melitensis, leading to a diagnosis of brucellosis. The primary
treatment included levofloxacin and ceftriaxone for infection. A
week later, the patient was discharged with reduced nausea and
vomiting and improved blood counts.

“Typhoidal cells” are histiocytes originally described in typhoid
fever, containing granular or hyaline aggregates of bacteria and
cellular debris within their cytoplasm. Rarely, these cells may be
seen with other bacteria, including B melitensis. Awareness of
this phenomenon is necessary for early and appropriate testing
for relevant infectious disease.
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