
492 ORIGINAL ARTICLES. [Aug., 

3.- -On Two Cases of Poisoning by Aconite, by James St Clair Gray, 
M.B., C.M., F.F.P. and S.G., Assistant to the Professor of Medical Juris- 

prudence, Glasgow University. 
Late on the evening of the 18th July I was called, along with my father, 
to visit a wet nurse, delivered six days previously, to whom a full tea- 

spoonful, equal to 70 drops, of tincture of aconite had been accidentally 
administered. She had taken the dose about 7 p.m., and within five 

minutes thereafter experienced a peculiar "deadness and tingling" in the 

lips, tongue, and gullet, to which there was afterwards added a curious and 
uncomfortable heaviness in the epigastric region. These symptoms con- 
tinued to increase in severity, and then there came on general numbness 
and tingling in the fingers, arms, legs and face, which led her to suspect 
that there had been some mistake. On attention being drawn to the 

symptoms, Mr F., for whose child she was wet nurse, at once poured out 
some of the contents of the bottle, about 50 minims, added some water, 
and drank it off. The taste not being such as he formerly felt (having 
been accustomed to use as a dose a teaspoonful of a mixture containing 
about 20 minims of the B. P. tincture to two ounces of water) became 
alarmed, and sent for the nearest medical man, who ordered an emetic of 
mustard and water, the administration of stimulants, and the application 
of a sinapism to the abdomen. After a short time the nurse vomited freely, 
but Mr F., thinking that all he had taken would do him no harm, neglected 
to use any means to procure evacuation of the stomach. About 11 p.m. 
the patients were in the following condition :?The nurse had a peculiar, 
anxious, yet startled expression of countenance ; eyes brilliant, staring, es 
if trying to penetrate the darkness which she supposed to exist around her, 
as she could now no longer see ; pupils widely dilated ; face ashy white ; 
lips rather pale; respiration irregular and intermittent, occasionally sigh- 
ing ; heart's action very irregular and weak, pulse about 56, weak and 

irregular ; copious perspiration. Over the whole surface of the body, save 
that of the lower limbs, there was a decided tendency to chilliness. Patient 

complained very much of a great weight in the cardiac region, and said 
she felt just " as if her heart would stop beating, and that the breath was 

apparently leaving her body." There was still present occasional retching 
and vomiting, owing to the large quantities of mustard and water and 

diluents which she had taken to produce emesis. In the case of Mr F. 

these symptoms were all present, but were less marked. At first he com- 

plained of numbness and tingling of the lips, tongue, and throat, and a 

feeling of much the same nature extending down to the epigastria. After 

this general tingling and numbness began the heart's action became weak 
and irregular, almost intermittent; breathing rather irregular, and occasion- 

ally sighing; pupils dilated; expression anxious. To Mr F. an emetic 

was given; and then to each a dose of 20 drops of the tincture of nux 

vomica, a dessert-spoonful of vinegar, and half an ounce of brandy in a 
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wineglassful of water. In the case of the nurse a sinapism along the spine 
was ordered. At midnight the symptoms were much the same, and in 
addition there were a peculiar dragging feeling, as if some person were 

pinching up some pieces of the skin and pulling them, and also at times a 
sensation in the limbs as if some one were even pulling them away from the 

body. In the case of the nurse there was also a remarkable twitching of 
the muscles of expression, a want of power properly and easily to combine 
the action of the muscles of articulation, and a considerable difficulty of 

deglutition. Ten drops of tiiicture of nux vomica in vinegar and brandy 
were then given to each, and from this time improvement began. Tincture 

of nux vomica, combined with about 30 minims of aromatic spirits of am- 
monia, in a little brandy and water, were ordered every half-hour. At 

1 a.m. the improvement was very considerable, the tone and regularity of 
the pulse was improved. It was 62 in the case of the nurse, and 70 in the 

case of Mr F. The breathing was still a little irregular. Mr F. could now 

see quite distinctly, but the pupils were still dilated, while the nurse could 
see but indistinctly, her pupils also being widely dilated. By 2 a.m. the 
pupils in both cases were nearly normal, and they could see quite distinctly. 
Inspiration regular, heart's action more regular and increased in firmness, 
numbness and tingling still present over the whole body. Both had con- 

siderable difficulty in performing any voluntary movements, but in neither 
was there present hypersesthesia, photopore, or tinnitus aurium. In both 

there was a peculiar heaviness, but no inclination to sleep. 
By 5 a.m. there was considerable general improvement; respiration more 

regular, about 15 per minute; pulse in case of nurse 65, in Mr F. 72?both 
more regular. The tincture of nux vomica had not been given since 3 p.m. 

At 9.30 strong coffee was given, and by this time the feeling of dread 
had passed off, the pupils were normal, the breathing regular, heart's action 
also regular, but there was still present the tingling and numbness, espe- 
cially of the finger tips, which felt as if weights were attached to them. 

At 10 a.m. both patients were asleep. 
At 2 p.m. tingling and numbness only present to a slight extent, 

exhaustion considerable, otherwise well. 
On 20th recovery perfect, though there still is present a sense of 

exhaustion. 

As comparatively few cases of poisoning with this substance have 

occurred, there cannot be much said concerning what might in these cases 
have resulted had no treatment been adopted, but as the symptoms in both, 
especially in the nurse, were very severe, and as when it is remembered 

that 80 drops of the tincture, given in divided doses during four days, 
caused the death of Dr Male of Birmingham, and that Dr Guy gives a 
drachm as a fatal dose, it is, I think, probable that a fatal result might 
have ensued. As to the symptoms, they were nearly those of a typical 
case, though I have not yet met with a report of any case in which the 
peculiar sensation of dragging tlie limbs and skin have been noted. 
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As to treatment, it has been recommended by Dr Headland to give 
animal charcoal, with a view to absorb the poison, after which emetics and 
stimulants?as ammonia and brandy?should be administered freely. Dr 

Fleming besides advises the use of sinapisms, friction, and warm fomenta- 
tion to the spine, heat to feet, bloodletting at the jugular vein if convul- 

sions occur, and artificial respiration, and electric or galvanic currents 
should there be any threatening of death by asphyxia or syncope. Tannic 

acid has also been recommended, and had I seen the cases at the commence- 
ment 1 should certainly have administered this agent, as I conceive that 
not only may it act by precipitating the aconitia as the insoluble tannate, 
but also because, from its powerful astringent properties, it may cause cor- 

rugation of the mucous membrane, and thus interfere with the process of 

absorption. In these cases the tincture of nux vomica, of which 50 minims 

were administered to the nurse, and about 30 to Mr F., was given on the 
recommendation of Dr Hansord, of Hartford, U.S., who, in the Boston 
Medical Journal, Sept. 11, 1860, published a case successfully treated by 
this method. Certaiuly the result in these two cases does not throw any 
discredit on the system. Of course there was combined the use of emetics, 
stimulants, and sinapisms; but as shown by Dr Anstie in his valuable 

work on Stimulants and Narcotics, p. 151, strychnia seems to possess a 

peculiar action over the. circulation, whereby the tone of the pulse is 

increased, and the normal temperature raised. To this there is much, I 

think, of the satisfactory result to be ascribed. 


