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A PRELIMINARY REPORT ON THE 

MEDICO-LEGAL VALUE OF THE FIND- 

ING OF BLOOD ON NAIL PARINGS 

By D. P. LAMBERT, m.d., d.t.m.&h. (Univ. Jiidin.) 

MAJOR, I.M.S. 

Civil Surgeon, Meerut 

Giving evidence recently before the Lahore 

High Court, the chemical examiner for the 

Punjab stated that in his opinion the finding 
of human blood on the nail parings of an accused 
person had 

' 

Absolutely no medico-legal value 
whatsoeverIn support of this opinion he 

gave a short list of some possible sources of 

innocent contamination, and implied that such 
contamination was so usual as to be almost a 

normal finding. He also stated that it was 
' 
most unlikely' that blood could be detected 

on the nail parings of a man accustomed to 

wash regularly, twenty-seven days after his 
hands had been stained by blood [The 
Statesman (Northern India Edition), 28th 
November, 1938, p. 14]. After hearing this 
evidence the High Court ruled that ' An end 
will now be put to nail paring evidence in this 
Province \ 

In view of this ruling it seemed important 
to verify these statements by experiment. 
After testing the sensitivity of the reagents, I 

examined the nail parings' of forty under-trial 
prisoners and of twenty convicted prisoners 
from Meerut District Jail. The parings were 
taken by the jail barber using his ordinary 
instruments and without any special precautions 
against contamination. Of the 600 separate 
nail parings so obtained three gave a positive 
reaction, and six gave a positive trace with the 
benzidine test. The remaining 591 were all 

negative. These specimens were received in 

bulk, so it is impossible to say whether the 

positively reacting nails all came from one 

person or from nine separate persons. 
The benzidine test which was used throughout 

these experiments is very sensitive, but it is not 
a specific test for blood. If blood is present 
the test will detect it, even in extreme dilution, 
but a positive reaction is not a certain proof oi 
the presence of blood, still less of human blood. 
These limitations of the test should be 

constantly borne in mind in interpreting the 

results. 
The nails of ten hospital patients who had 

either* open wounds or a free discharge of blood 
from some part of the body were next examined- 
It was impossible to be certain that these men 
had had their nails contaminated with blood, 
but it seemed very likely. The parings were 
made with ordinary hospital scissors, clean but 
not specially cleaned, and no unusual precautions 
were taken in cutting. The results of examining 
these nails are shown in the table below. 

Compared with the results of the jail series 

the difference is striking. Some light is also 
thrown on the period up to which blood may 
persist beneath the nails. Assuming that no 

gross contamination took place after admission 
to hospital, blood persisted under the nails 

01 

these persons for an average period of 24 days> 
with a maximum period, disregarding traces, ?* 

35 days. All these patients washed regularly* 
but none used soap, nail-brush, or any refine' 
ment of manicure. 

As a control series I examined the nails of 

the remaining 24 hospital patients. Twelve sets 
of nail parings were completely negative- 
Eight sets showed a positive trace on one na1 

cnly. One set showed two positive traces. 
the remaining three patients one gave one Poslj 
tive reaction and one a trace. This man ha 



Dec., 1939] ACUTE MEDIASTINAL EMPHYSEMA : SHEPPARD 745 

Persistently tampered with his dressings after 
operation. The second gave two entirely un- 

explained positive reactions; and the third, who 
*lad had one nail cut to the quick on paring, 
?^ve a strongly positive reaction on that nail 
and a positive trace on the next. These results 
too contrast with those of the first group, 

Particularly if traces are disregarded. If con- 

tamination with blood is likely to occur any- 

where it is likely to occur in an Indian District 
-hospital, and the results suggest that accidental 
|'?ntamination is not likely to amount to more 
than a trace, and that only on one or two 
nails. 
Another experiment was made to find out the 

extent to which blood-stained scissors were likely 
contaminate the nails they pared. Hospital 

scissors were smeared with blood and the blood 
was allowed to dry on. The scissors were .then 
r?ughly washed and mopped dry. They were 

^?t polished or specially cleaned. After this 

j-i'eatment the scissors themselves gave a positive 
trace reaction, but nails cut with these scissors 
lernained negative. This experiment was 

Repeated several times with consistent results. 

ordinarily clean scissors are used, and reason- 
able care taken in paring, it seems unlikely that 
Serious contamination can arise from this source. 

In his statement before the High Court, the 
chemical examiner made no reference to the 
Sllbject of blood grouping. It is conceivable 

that a person may contaminate his nails with 
his own blood in many ways; but contamination 
with blood of a group other than his own would 

require a great deal more explanation. In this 

type of investigation blood grouping should 
never be omitted; otherwise valuable evidence 

may be lost. 

Case 
number 

9 
10 

Source of bleeding 

Open wound 
Bleeding ulcer 
Bleeding dysentery 
Open wound 
Bleeding ulcer 
Open wound 
Open wound 
Open wound 
Open wound 
Haemoptysis 

Table 

Days since 
admission 
to hospital 

14 

22 
1 
1 
39 
91 
9 
7 
35 
24 

Results of the benzidine test 

Strongly 
positive 

Positive Trace 

I would re-emphasize the preliminary nature 
of these experiments, and again draw attention 
to the limitations of the benzidine test; but they 
strongly suggest that contamination of the nails 
with blood is neither a common nor a usual 
finding, and that every contamination of many 
nails is only likely to occur by contact with 
shed blood. The finding of blood on an 

accused's nail parings is certainly not conclusive 
evidence of guilt; but it is equally unscientific 
to say that such evidence is of no value what- 
soever. The court will decide in each case what 

weight the scientific evidence will have. 
It is very desirable that this subject' should 

be re-investigated on a larger scale, using 
spectroscopic and precipitin methods. The ideal 

place for such a research would be a well- 

equipped medico-legal institute, the want of 
which provision greatly handicaps the adminis- 
tration of justice in India. 

I have pleasure in acknowledging the courtesy 
of the Inspector-General of Civil Hospitals 
U. P., and the Chief Justice of the High Court' 
Lahore, in permitting me to publish this paper. 
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