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Feature

Beneath the Surface

Living with household mold

T

hree-year-old Avrami was ill and getting worse.
He woke up two or three times every night,
coughing, wheezing and vomiting. During the day,
though he was symptom-free, the sleep-deprived toddler passed
out in nursery school well before nap time.
The pediatrician referred us to an allergist, who diagnosed
reactive airway disease and put Avrami on asthma medications
to control his symptoms. The inhaler helped, but the real
yeshuah came when the neighbors in the apartment below ours
undertook some renovations. When they opened up a wall of
their apartment, they found mold covering the insulation and
drywall.
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When we heard about our neighbor’s discovery, we opened up
a wall cavity in our own apartment to investigate whether the
mold had spread all the way to our home. What we found wasn’t
pretty, but it explained everything about Avrami’s illness. Behind
the wall that ran alongside his bed was a large colony of hidden
mold. He had been breathing in the harmful spores night after
night as he slept.
Needless to say, we moved out immediately to allow the mold
removal experts to take over our home. Within two nights of
leaving our apartment Avrami was able to sleep soundly once
again, although his asthmatic symptoms persisted for about two
years.
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Aviva Werner

Identifying Mold
Mold is a type of fungus that
grows from tiny spores in the
air. When these unseen
organisms land on a surface
that is both moist and warm,
you have a recipe for a bigtime nuisance and, if left
unchecked, a possible health
hazard.
Mold is everywhere, in
every home, indoors and
outdoors. It’s the stuff growing on
the abandoned sandwich at the
bottom of your child’s backpack and
other decaying food and dust throughout your
home.
Mildew, the most visible household mold, is actually a
generic term describing superficial mold growth of a variety of
species. It’s the black spots growing on the grout lines in your
shower and the darkened spots on your wood deck or
aluminum siding. With more than 100,000 species of mold in
our environment, even the most
conscientious housekeeper with a home
that’s spic and span can’t eliminate mold
entirely.
Mildew grows on surfaces and won’t cause
real damage to your home, but other types
of mold can spell trouble. Mold species
can be divided into three categories:
allergenic molds cause allergies in
humans, pathogenic molds cause severe
health problems, and toxic molds produce
harmful poisons that may be fatal. Though
only a specialist (a microbiologist or
experienced mold removal professional) can
determine which category a
particular mold colony falls into,
allergenic molds are the most

common in homes.
All molds are caused by allowing for a moist,
wet environment in which mold thrive, but different
species do prefer growing on different materials.
Some molds (especially toxic black mold) grow best on
materials rich in cellulose, such as wallpaper and insulation.
Other molds (Fusarium and Cladosporium, for example) grow
well in ductwork lined with fiberglass. Penicillium and
Aspergillus, two types of allergenic molds, can grow on plastic,
vinyl and metals, while other molds can’t. And some species
require more water than others to grow. Black mold, for
example, requires a lengthy period of standing water.

Health Effects
Mold is often hidden, and you won’t be able to see or smell
it. But you may very well feel it. High concentrations of mold
spores can cause allergic reactions and respiratory problems.
The most common symptoms of exposure to mold are runny
nose, eye or throat irritation, wheezing or difficulty breathing,
cough, and sneezing fits. Many people suffer allergic reactions
to mold, but attribute their symptoms to a cold or hay fever. If
your symptoms let up when you are away from home or when
you are in a particular room, but worsen when you return,
chances are it’s mold, not hay fever, that’s causing you distress.
People who have serious mold allergies, as little Avrami did,
may have more severe symptoms, such as shortness of
breath or asthma attacks.
In addition to those who are allergic,
infants and children, the elderly, and
people with chronic lung disease
may be extra sensitive to mold
exposure. Molds are especially
dangerous for people who
have
weakened
immune
systems. When exposed to high
mold
levels,
the
immunocompromised
are
susceptible
to
various
infectious diseases of the
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Mold Warning Signs
Do you have a mold problem in your home? Watch
out for these warning signs (especially after a major
storm or flood).
Visible mold. Visually scan your home for
discoloration, staining or fuzzy growth on your walls
or furniture. Mold growth may look cottony, velvety,
fuzzy, granular or leathery, and comes in a variety of
colors, including black, gray, white, green, yellow and
brown. In your search, make sure to look behind and
under furniture, rugs or carpets, and items stored in
the basement.
An unusual smell. Use your nose to track down
the source of any unpleasant odors in your home. If
your nose leads you to visible mold, or if you would
describe the smell as an earthy or musty odor,
assume you have a mold problem on your hands.
Health symptoms. If you notice allergy-like
symptoms that worsen when you are inside your
home (or in a certain room or area of your home),
consider this a red flag. Symptoms may include
congestion, persistent cough, difficulty breathing,
itchy skin and/or eyes, and upper respiratory
infections.
Water leaks or flooding. Watermarks or
discoloration of your walls, ceiling, carpet or
woodwork are all tell-tale signs of water leaks. If you
have a water leak or experienced a flood that wasn’t
properly remediated, chances are that mold has
taken advantage of the moist environment provided
by the leak or flood to begin multiplying and
spreading.

sinuses, digestive tract, lungs and skin that usually don’t affect
healthy people.
Certain mold species produce mycotoxins, some of the most
toxic substances in our environment. Breathing in these
dangerous airborne particles may cause severe symptoms or
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If the mold in your home is not
toxic and only covers a small
area, you can safely remove the
mold on your own.
even death, chas v’shalom.
Toxic black mold is very serious, extremely hazardous, and
beyond the scope of this article. It is dark black in color and
grows in a circular pattern, forming round colonies. It looks
slimy on wet surfaces and sooty on areas that have since dried.
Black mold requires a lengthy period of time in standing water,
so it will only be found somewhere that has been wet for a
while, either because of a water leak that was never fixed or due
to a flood.
If you find black mold in your home or experience severe
reactions to mold such as fever or difficulty breathing, move out
immediately until the problem is remediated, see a doctor
immediately to treat your symptoms, and contact moldremoval professionals to fix the problem. If, however, the mold
in your home is of the more common allergenic variety, read on.

Do-It-Yourself Mold Removal
You’ve looked out for the warning signs (see sidebar) and as
a result you’ve discovered a patch of mold in your home. Now
what? Well, if the mold in your home is not toxic and only
covers a small area, you can safely remove the mold on your
own using a mold killer such as bleach, borax, vinegar or tea
tree oil.
Bleach can kill both mold and its spores on almost any
surface. However, it can’t penetrate beneath the surface of
porous materials like wood or drywall. Bleach is most effective
at cleaning tiles, bathtubs and glass surfaces. To remove mold
with bleach, mix one cup bleach with one gallon of water in a
bucket, then use a sponge to wipe the solution over the moldy
surface. Make sure to wear gloves to protect your hands from
the harsh bleach, and ventilate the area to manage the harsh
fumes. (And never combine bleach and ammonia or other
household cleaning products. The mixture will produce toxic
fumes.)
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If you’d rather avoid the bleach fumes, you can pick up
some borax in the laundry section of most supermarkets. For
a natural cleaning solution and mold inhibitor, mix one cup of
borax with a gallon of water. Scrub the mold with your boraxwater solution, then wipe up extra water or mold debris to
prevent spreading. Allow the area to dry completely.
While bleach and borax are both toxic, vinegar is both
natural and safe. Pour some distilled vinegar into a spray
bottle (do not add water) and spray directly onto the moldy
area. Let the vinegar sit for an hour, then wipe the area clean
with water, and let it dry completely. Though the vinegar
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Friendly Mold

Mold is dangerous regardless
of the amount, and mold
remediation disturbs the mold
spores, releasing them into the
air you breathe.
stench is not dangerous as bleach fumes are, it will take a few
hours for the vinegar smell to clear.
Tea tree oil, available at natural food stores, is another
effective, though more expensive, natural mold killer. Mix one
teaspoon tea tree oil per one cup of water in a spray bottle.
Spray the tea tree oil-water solution on the moldy area and
leave it. There’s no need to rinse off the solution. Keep in mind
that tea tree oil is very potent. It is used in very low
concentrations to treat all sorts of skin ailments, but is toxic
when swallowed and can cause skin irritation in high
concentrations. Tea tree oil also has a strong smell, which will
fade with time.
When Adina M. discovered a patch of mold in her home
office following Hurricane Sandy, she decided to go the do-ityourself route and fix the problem herself. She used a
combination of white vinegar and tea tree oil to make sure
that her mold cleanup was thorough and complete.
First she sprayed the vinegar as described above. Then,
after waiting for the vinegar to soak in, she squirted the wall
with tea tree oil. “This was a do-it-yourself job that took a
while but was worth it in the end,” remembers Adina. “I
learned that we can really clean our house inexpensively
with safe and natural cleaners, and not have to use the
harsh chemical cleaners in the stores.”
Whichever mold killer you use, you’ll want to make sure
that your cleanup doesn’t make you ill or make things

Is mold all bad? Well, not exactly.
In 1928, a London bacteriologist named Dr.
Alexander Fleming discovered that Penicillium mold
had contaminated his Petri dishes, but had also killed
the bacteria in the dish. This discovery led to the
development of Penicillin, the antibiotic wonder drug
which derives from Penicillium molds.
This group of molds that are guilty of spoiling fruit
and causing fuzzy growth on old bread is also to
thank for curing certain infectious diseases and
saving countless lives. Nowadays, many molds are
used in antibiotics and other medicines. If a drug
ends in “mycin,” you can be sure it was made with
mold.
Aged cheese, admittedly an acquired taste, is
technically produced through a process of controlled
spoilage. Specially-cultured molds are what give aged
varieties of cheese such as Brie, Camembert and blue
cheeses their unique textures and flavors. As cheese
ages or “ripens,” mold breaks down the proteins and
milkfat in the cheese, intensifying its flavor. The
cheese-making process for some varieties even
involves introducing additional molds before and
during the aging process. These molds are safe to eat.
(Mold growing on the surface of cheese, however, is
not safe and should never be eaten.)

worse. Mold is dangerous regardless of the amount, and
mold remediation disturbs the mold spores, stirring them up
and releasing them into the air you breathe.
Remember to wear protective clothing, such as masks,
goggles and gloves, while you work. Tzipora P. learned this
lesson the hard way. “I came down with a cough and an eye
infection after my first attempt at removing mold from my
bathroom ceiling,” she shares. “The second time around I
made sure to wear glasses and a mask with a ventilation
piece.”
Adina was likewise very careful when cleaning her home
office. In addition to suiting up with a full array of protective
gear, she was extra careful handling the tea tree oil. “While
spraying and wiping the wall, I made sure to wear protective
glasses and a ventilation mask and I didn’t touch the oil
directly.”
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Once you have effectively removed
the mold from non-porous materials like
glass and metal, you can safely use these
materials again. Porous materials such
as drywall and carpets, on the other
hand, may have mold still growing below
the surface, and you should probably
throw them away or replace them, even
after a thorough mold treatment.

When to Bring in the Pros
The U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency only recommends the do-ityourself approach to mold removal for
small patches of mold. If, however, your
mold problem covers an area larger than
10 square feet (or about a 3-foot-by-3-foot
patch) or if you have an allergic reaction to
mold, it’s time to bring in the moldremoval professionals. If you hire a
contractor for the cleanup job, make sure
that he has experience cleaning up mold
and that he follows the following safety
and health guidelines.
Before you begin cleanup, check that
any water leaks or humidity issues that
caused the mold growth have been located
and repaired. The last thing you want is to
pay for a complete mold remediation only
to have the problem return because its
source was not properly fixed.
Just as you should wear protective
clothing when involved in do-it-yourself
mold clean-up, your mold- removal
specialist should likewise wear protective
masks, goggles and gloves. He should seal
off the affected rooms to prevent the mold
from spreading to the rest of your house,
and run an exhaust fan to blow the air,
along with its mold spores, out of the
house.
After killing the mold, your professional
mold remediator will use a mold-killing
solution on all areas in the room, including
those that were mold-free, because all
surfaces in the room will have some mold
spores on them. Cleaning them away will
prevent the mold from coming back
should the room become moist again.
Because when it comes to household
mold with its very real health effects, once
the mold is gone you’ll want to keep it that
way. B

