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Sleep driving, not to be confused with drowsy driving, has
been recently added to the lexicon of sleep medicine and

phenomena of sleepwalking. This terminology was not estab-
lished by experts in the sleep field but by the New York Times in
an article, March 8, 2006, A New Sleeping Sickness is Haunting
Highways. According to this Times article, an ongoing survey by
a committee from the Forensic Science Group and the Society of
Forensic Toxicologists found that among labs that conduct tests of
drivers blood samples for two dozen states, ten of these labs list-
ed Ambien among the top ten drugs found in impaired drivers. 

Noteworthy, in the state of Wisconsin, Ambien was identi-
fied in 187 arrested drivers for driving impaired from 1999 to
2004. In Washington State, Ambien was found in 78 impaired
drivers arrested in 2005, compared to only 56 the previous year.
It seems these numbers are probably low considering the num-
ber of prescriptions for hypnotics written in the United States,
which is steadily increasing every year. For example, in the year
2001, 19.1 million prescriptions were written for non-barbiturate
hypnotics increasing to 31.3 million prescriptions in 2005 with
26.5 million of these prescriptions written for Ambien alone.
Moreover, Ambien has 84% of the market with a total of 2.2 bil-
lion dollars in sales in the year 2005. With an estimated 70 mil-
lion Americans suffering from insomnia and the introduction of
several new hypnotics on the market, it is conceivable that the
number of sleep driving episodes will only increase dramatically
as we become more aware of these previously unexplained

episodes. Although Ambien is the only
hypnotic prominently identified in these
episodes of sleep driving so far, in infor-
mal discussions with colleagues the con-
sensus is that sleep driving will turn out to
be a "class side effect" of hypnotics and
should be used cautiously in patients who
are susceptible to sleep walking and or indiscriminately take a
hypnotic with alcohol or other medications against advice. 

Some of the automatic behavior documented in cases
around the country include: Driving to the supermarket and not
remembering the next day, crashing into a parked car, again with
no recollection, awakening in jail after crashing into a parked
van and driving away before crashing into a tree and getting into
a car wearing only a thin night shirt in 20 degree weather,getting
into a fender bender,urinating in the middle of an intersection
and becoming violent with police officers when confronted.

It was stated in the article, but somewhat lost in the media
frenzy that followed, that many patients with these episodes of
sleep driving had taken the hypnotic incorrectly or mixed it with
alcohol. Some drivers were found to have supra-therapeutic
doses of Ambien suggesting that they had taken more than the
usual dose of 10 mgs. or that it was very close to the time the
blood was drawn. For example, a shift worker finishing his mid-
night shift takes the Ambien on his way home in hopes that it
would take effect by the time he would get into his bed.
Unfortunately in these cases it seemed to work sooner. It was also
documented  the use and abuse of alcohol combined with
Ambien in several cases despite the clear label warning against
this practice. It is important as health care providers in sleep
medicine that we stress the safety of Ambien and other non-ben-
zodiazepines when taken correctly and under medical supervi-
sion. Ambien as the longest non-benzodiazepine in the market
has been fairly safe in our collective experience over thirteen
years in the United States (over twelve billion nights). Ironically,
the success of Ambien may have been in part due to the alleged
automatic behavior including sleep violence caused by benzodi-
azepines, specifically Halcion in the late 1980s and early 1990s. 

Unlike other manifestations of somnambulism described
many years ago in the literature,for example, hereditary som-
nambulism in 1898 in Bran Stoker’s Dracula, sleep driving may
truly be a new phenomena of sleepwalking. The prevalence of
sleepwalking may be as high as 17% in childhood with peak age
of 8-12 years (another reason not to decrease the legal age of
driving and for that matter drinking alcohol). Sleepwalking usu-
ally "resolves" by age 18 but from 1-4% of adults may have
episodic episodes of somnambulism. Precipitating factors,
among others, include sleep deprivation, sleeping in unfamiliar
surroundings, physical or emotional stress, premenstrual period,
or the use of psychotropic medications. Ironically, it is for some
of these factors that we actually prescribe or take hypnotics. 

In the future it may be prudent to be careful or somewhat
cautious prescribing hypnotics in patients with hyperthyroidism,
migraines, head injury, encephalitis, or stroke since these patient
populations seem to be more susceptible to sleepwalking and
theoretically sleep driving. 
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I have what I think is bad news for people who own a home
that has a lawn. James Hagedorn, the president of Scotts Miracle-
Gro, just announced that his company has developed a new,
slower-growing, genetically-engineered grass that hardly ever
has to be mowed. I’m for progress in most areas, but grass is one
thing that doesn’t need to be improved. I don’t want my lawn to
be genetically-engineered. What makes Mr. Miracle-Gro himself
think I’ll be any happier if I only have to mow the lawn twice a
year? If he’s so smart, how come he leaves the "w" off "grow" in
the name of his company? He thinks "Miracle-Gro" is clever?

The fact is, Mr. Hagedorn, people like to mow their lawns.
It’s like shoveling the snow off the sidewalk. There are just a few
simple chores left that are easy and satisfying for the homeown-
er, and those are two of them. If someone has a sidewalk too big
to shovel or a lawn too extensive to mow, they must be rich
enough to pay someone to do it for them. Cutting the grass is not
a job we hate. It’s easy, satisfying and it makes the place look bet-
ter. So leave our grass alone, Mr. Hagedorn. We like it the way it
is. Nothing makes people feel prouder than mowing their lawn...
unless it’s shoveling their sidewalk.

There are people who enjoy ironing because they find iron-
ing relaxing. For the few minutes it takes them to do it, they know
exactly what they’re doing. That’s the way it is with a person
shoveling a sidewalk or mowing a lawn.

If Mr. Hagedorn wants to help homeowners, he ought to give
some attention to the jobs we really hate. How about coming up
with a machine that would clean out the attic, tidy up the base-
ment, or make more room in the garage, Mr. Hagedorn? Could
you redesign the lawnmower to do that? If you could, you’d be
doing something for us. We’d all like to be able to get two cars
in our two-car garages. Could you arrange that?

As a matter of fact, you’ve got some
work to do redesigning the lawnmower
before you redesign grass. Forget about
not mowing lawns. Figure out a place
where we can put that damn lawnmower
when we’re done with it. It doesn’t fit any-
where. We use it seven times a year and
the rest of the time it’s just in the way. Give
us a lawnmower that folds up. The lawn-
mower takes up too much room that we need for other things like
shovels, rakes, bicycles, gas cans. There isn’t a mower of lawns
among us who likes the design.

When I mow the lawn, I make a satisfying executive deci-
sion. The question is always whether to mow up and down, up
and down, or across and across, across and across. Sometimes, I
alternate the pattern of my mowing. I’ll just keep going around
and around in a diminishing oblong pattern until the patch in the
middle gets small enough so that the mower’s wheels span the
strip of grass left and I can get it with one satisfying pass.

I’ll bet Mr. Hagedorn thinks you ought to rake up the grass
you’ve cut, too. I don’t rake. I take the position that the clippings
have all the nutrients the grass took up out of the earth while it
grew. It’s better to leave them and let them leach back into the
soil. I think the clippings protect the roots of the grass from the
sun. I’ve often raked together a pile of grass I’ve cut and stared at
it. So nice. It seems as if it ought to be good to eat. If horses and
cows find grass so delicious, why is it that humans never eat it?
Fried in a little butter with salt and pepper? If grass turned out to
be a delicacy, Mr. Hagedorn would regret the day he developed
a lawn that hardly grew at all.Next time I mow the lawn, I may
cook a few cups and have the neighbors over for grass.
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the Fraternal Order of Police,who was not present at the scene of
the accident,stated that the congressman appeared to be intoxi-
cated but no sobriety tests were completed. The congressman
had addressed this issue with his initial statement "I consumed no
alcohol prior to the incident".

Politics aside and, without disparaging the character and
reputation of the congressman based only on the information
available this could be a classic case of sleep driving. Remember,
somnambulism when described in simple terms is appropriate
behavior at the inappropriate time. Rushing to vote is common
and a way of life for most elected officials. Furthermore, debat-
ing and voting late at night is fairly frequent depending on the
importance of the legislation pending on the floor. 

On the other hand, it could be a clever legal defense learned
from the recent rash of negative stories on the "ambien driver". As
this incident takes a life of it’s own it behooves the sleep profes-
sionals to intervene and educate the general public. It would be
very interesting to get more details ( obviously without violating
the congressman’s privacy) on the circumstances leading to the
accident, for example sleep debt, other medications, history of
previous sleepwalking or family history of sleep disorders.
Strangely enough, we know almost everything about this promi-
nent American family including serious medical conditions and
psychiatric disorders but nothing about sleeping habits.

Finally,as we counsel patients with parasomnias discussing
the importance of avoiding precipitating factors and creating a
safe sleep environment we must now add the recommendation
of HIDE YOUR CAR KEYS!

Case in point, on the same day that this article is submitted
for publication it was reported by the Associated Press that U.S.
Representative Patrick Kennedy (Democrat-R.I.) crashed his car
near the Capital May 4,2006 at 2:45 am. He told officers at the
scene "he was late for a vote". The story goes on to report that
Rep. Kennedy had returned to his Capitol Hill home earlier that
evening after a final series of votes in Congress and took pre-
scribed amounts of Phenergan which was prescribed  for gas-
troenteritis one day earlier and Ambien which he takes occa-
sionally. The congressman released a statement stating "Some
time around 2:45 AM, I drove the few blocks to the Capital com-
plex believing I needed to vote.Apparently, I was disoriented
from the medication." The president of the Washington chapter of
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