
ON EMETINA, AS A SUBSTITUTE FOR IPECACUANHA. 

By 0. MACNAMARA, 
Surgeon to the Calcutta Ophthalmic Hospital. 

Ipecacuanha is now used by medical officers in this country 
almost as frequently in cases of dysentery as quinine is in 
ague ; and those who remember the time (not very long ago) 
when ipecacuanha was not employed as at present, must be 
thankful that so powerful a means has been placed in our handa 
for the alleviation of this terrible disease. Authorities differ 
as to the dose3 in which ipecacuanha should be administered, 
and the stages of the affection when it is admissible, nor do I 

propose making any comments on the subject ; it is impossible 
for any one to hold a more exalted idea of the value of ipecacu- 
anha in dysentery than I do, having not only watched its effects 
on others, but experienced them myself. Some years ago, being 
in a jungly part of the country, and obliged to drink the water 

procured on the spot, dysentery came on, and the attack was 

subsequently aggravated by a long ride, at the end of which, 
being in considerable pain, and passing nothing but blood and 

slime, I thought it advisable to take a dose of forty grains of 
pulv.: ipecac. A more nauseous mixture it is impossible to 

conceive ; however, the medicine acted like a charm, but it was 

necessary to repeat it nexi day; and though I did my best to 
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swallow it, having perfect faith in the drug, it would not go 
down. The moment I got the dose into my throat, up it came 
again ; and it was necessary to wait till the following day, and 
then take as many ipecacuanha pills as possible, without 
vomiting. The dysentery was soon cured, and has never 

returned. Doubtless many patients do not experience all this 

difficulty in taking ipecacuanha, but, on the other hand, very many 
do; and in the instance of pregnant women, and children, its 

nauseous taste and smell are serious obstacles to the advantages 
which the drug is otherwise capable of effecting. It occurred to 

me, therefore, that the active principle of ipecacuanha, called 
emetina, might perhaps be substituted for the powdered root of 

the plant, in the same way that quinine is given instead of bark. 
It seems this is by no means a new idea; for Pereira says, 
in the first edition of his work, that " emetina has been proposed 
as a medical agent, as a substitute for ipecacuanha, all the 

advantages of which it is said to possess in a much smaller 

dose, and without the unpleasant taste and odour which the root 

is known to have. I confess, however, I think very little 

advantage is likely to be gained by the substitution. "When we 
wish to give emetina in a liquid form, it may be dissolved in 

water, by the aid of acetic or dilute sulphuric acid." I can only 
say, if Br. Pereira had been obliged to take a forty-grain dose 
of ipecacuanha, or three grains of emetina instead, he would 
have found considerable advantage in the latter, provided they 
both had the same effect. He says of the impure emetina, which 
is the article in ordinary use :?" On man a quarter of a grain 
excites nausea and vomiting ; a grain and a half, or two grains, 
taken fasting, caused continued vomiting, and decided disposi- 
tion to sleep." 

Since last December I have administered emetina in several 
eases of dysentery, and it appears to exert exactly the same 
effect as ipecacuanha in controlling the disease; one grain corres- 
ponds to about 20 of ipecacuanha, and it may be administered 

in the form of pills, or mixed with a little acidulated water. 
The following rough notes of a case of dysentery, treated 

by emitina, were kept for me by Mr. Chambers (Acting House 
Surgeon to the Ophthalmic Hospital). Ramlall Dutt has been 

suffering from dysentery for fifteen or sixteen days, but has not 

been under medical treatment. Ofl the morning of the 16th of 

January, the report states :?"The patient passed nine or ten stools 
last night, containing a considerable quantity of blood and slime; 
he suffers from tenesmus, and there is pain over the whole 

abdomen, increased on pressure, particularly along the course 

of the colon ; tongue dry and whitish. Ordered half a grain 
of emitina at 7 a.m. ; he vomited a quantity of bile after this 

dose ; at 9 a.m., 12 p.m., and 4 p.m., the emitina was repeated; 
after the last he vomited again; and at 9 p.m. Mr. Chambers 

gave him a grain dose of the emetina ; he vomited once during 
the night ; throughout the day the stools had been far less 

frequent, and during the night he slept well, only being moved 
four times. I saw the last of 1hese stools next morning (January 
17th) ; it contained a considerable quantity of bile, together with 
blood and mucus; the patient expressed himself as being much 
better, and having far less pain in the abdomen; tongue the same as 
yesterday. I ordered half a grain of emetina to be given at 
7 p.m., to be repeated at 12 p.m. and at bed-time; he did 

not vomit after either dose. 

18M.?Patient decidedly improving, the stools have altered in 
character, consisting of semi-fluid feculent matter mixed with 
a little blood, he has no pain in the abdomen, and is calling out 
for food. 

Ordered half a grain of emitina at 7 a.m. and a grain at 
bed-time, unless bilious stools should supervene in the mean- 

time ; the patient took both doses, vomiting once after the 

evening draught. 
19M.?During the night he slept well, and passed three stools, 

containing a large quantity of faeculent matter and bile ; from 
this time he made a speedy recovery. 

This case is not quoted as an example of any extraordinary 
power possessed by emetina; but having the notes by me, it 

serves as an example as to the way in which this drug may be 
employed. I am convinced emetina is well worthy of a further 
trial as a substitute for ipecacuanha, particularly in the case of 
children. I believe it possesses all the curative properties of 

ipecacuanha, as quinine doses of bark ; and that it should there- 

fore be employed upon the same principle, being a far more 

agreeable and less nauseous medicine than ipecacuanha. 


