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It is difficult, almost impossible, to give an 
exact definition of the term ' 

poison ', for sub- 
stances which are innocuous to the body and 
are necessary for maintaining health may act as 
poisons under certain conditions. Almost any- 
thing that can be absorbed can be made 

dangerous to health if enough of it be taken. 
For instance, common salt, a harmless substance 
essential for maintenance of a healthy condi- 
tion of the body may, when given in large 
quantities, act as an acute poison, capable of 

destroying life, especially in the case of new- 
born babies. 

Poisoning may be suicidal, homicidal or 

accidental. Both suicidal and homicidal cases 

of poisoning are much more common in the East 
including-India than in England, owing to the 
facility with which poisons can be had in any 
bazar. Similarly, cases of accidental poisoning 
are also frequently met with on account of the 
carelessness with which the earthen pots contain- 
ing harmless and poisonous roots and drugs are 
indiscriminately mixed up in a grocer's shop or 
the phials containing liniment or other poisonous 
substances are kept in an unlocked cupboard in 
one's house. 

Fatal cases of accidental poisoning are usually 
connected with the use of love philtres or love 
potions for winning affection and love with the 
help of drugs, abortifacients for procuring 
criminal abortions, stupefying drugs for facilitat- 

ing theft or robbery and quack remedies for 

curing chronic ailments. Accidental poisoning 
may also occur from injudicious use 

inebrients like alcohol, anaesthetics like chloro- 

form, narcotics and hypnotics like opiunb 
chlorahydras or barbiturates and deliriants like 

ganja, bhang or siddhi?preparations from 
Cannabis indica. Accidental cases of gaseous 
poisoning from carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide, 
coal-gas, sewer gas, etc., are not infrequently 
met with. Cases of bite by venomous snakes, 
scorpions, etc., which frequently occur in India, 
are classed as accidental poisoning. 

Accidental 'poisoning in Calcutta 
At the Calcutta Police Morgue, 2,650 post- 

mortem examinations were held on dead bodies 
sent by the police from 14 police stations in 
Calcutta proper during the quinquennial period 
1942-1946. Out of these, 123 cases were detected 
to have died from poisoning?as was determined 
from post-mortem findings and subsequent 
chemical examinations of viscera. Coroner's 
inquests with the help of jurors were held on all 
these cases at the Coroner's Court, Calcutta. Out 
of these 123 cases, 46 were found to be accidental 
poisoning (22 definitely accidental and 24 

probably accidental); only one was homicidal 
and the rest, 76, were cases of either definitely 
suicidal or probably suicidal poisoning. 
An idea about the nature of poisons found in 

cases of accidental poisoning in this series of 
cases may be obtained in table I. 

Table I 

Accidental poisons found after autopsies at the 
Calcutta Police Morgue during 1942 to 1946 

Name of poison 

Defi- 
nitely 
acci- 
dental 

Prob- 
ably 
acci- 
dental 

Total 
Per- 

centage' 

1. Acid, nitric 
2. Acid, sulphuric .. 

3. Aconite 
4. Alcohol 
5. Arsenic 
6. Atropine (datura) 
7. Atropine and 

alcohol. 
8. Barbiturate 

(luminal). 
9. Cannabis indica 

(bhang). 
10. Carbon monoxide 
11. Carbon monoxide 

and carbon di- 
oxide. 

12. Cresol 
13. Hydrocyanic acid 

and cyanide. 
14. Opium 
15. Opium a n d 

alcohol. 
16. Phosphorus 
17. Scorpion bite 

Total .. 23 23 

1 
1 
2 

14 
1 
7 
2 

1 

1 

2 
2 

1 
1 

6 
2 

1 
1 

46 

2.17 
2.17 
4.34 

30.4 
2.17 
15.2 
4.34 

2.17 

2.17 

4.34 
4.34 

2.17 
2.17 

13.0 
4.34 

2.17 
2.17 
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In the Calcutta series of cases, the incidence ?f accidental poisoning is three and a half times 
ftiore common among males than among females 
~~~as can be seen from table II. The reason is 

Table II 

Accidental poisoning tabulated according to sex 

Sex 

Male 
Female 

Total 

Defi- 

nitejy 
acci- 
dental 

18 . 

5 

23 

Prob- 
ably 
acci- 
dental 

18 
5 

23 

Total Per- 
centage 

36 

10 

46 

78.2 
21.8 

far to seek; males come more in contact with 
tnese poisons in connection with their active 
^ork especially in these days of industrialization. 

Table III 

?Accidental poisoning tabulated according to 

community 

Defi- 

Community 

Pjndu 
J^uslim .. 

ther^ castes?Anglo- 
Indiau, Indian 
Christian, etc. 

Total 

acci- 

dental 

Prob- 
ably 
acci- 
dental 

17 19 
3 2 
3 2 

23 23 

Total 

36 
5 
5 

46 

Per- 
centage 

78.2 
10.9 
10.9 

. From table III it is evident that the highest 
^cidence of accidental poisoning is amongst the 
j^ndus. This can be easily explained by the 
?ct that the Hindus form the greatest popula- 
l0n of Calcutta proper and are concerned with 
Vai'i?us trades and businesses, etc. The incidence 

Table IV 

Accidental poisoning tabidated according to 
age groups 

Age group 
111 years 

pP to 10 
11 to 20 
21 to 30 
31 to 40 
41 to 50 
51 to 60 
61 to 70 

Total 

Definitely 
accidental 

23 

Probably 
accidental 

23 

Total 

2 
2 
10 
14 
12 
4 
2 

46 

Percentage 

4.34 
4.34 

21.8 
30.4 
26.1 
8.7 
4.34 

is rather low among Muslims and high among 
other castes in consideration of the percentage 
of the respective populations of the two com- 
munities in Calcutta?the latter being more con- 
cerned with trades, etc., than the former. 
From table IV it can be seen that cases of 

accidental poisoning are common among adults 
usually between 21 and 50. In this series of 

cases, the highest incidence (30.4 per cent) is 
seen in the 4th decade, next in 5th decade (26 
per cent) then in the 3rd decade (21.8 per cent). 
It is very rare among children and adolescents 
as well as old people above 50 years. That 
adults lead more active life and come in contact 
with more poisons in their activities than 
others can explain this difference. 
The nature of poisons found in this series of 

cases of accidental poisoning : 1. Alcohol.? 
It is a known fact that poisoning by alcohol 
is comparatively common, although death 

directly due to its ingestion is rare. In 

European countries cases of alcohol poisoning 
are very common and mostly accidental. In 
India they are more frequent in big cities like 

Calcutta, Bombay, Madras, etc., than in towns 
and villages, but fatal cases are very rare. 

However, in our series of cases of fatal acci- 
dental poisoning, alcohol heads the list (30.4 
per cent of the total number). But in this series 
of 14 cases of death from alcohol poisoning, 
only two were directly due to ingestion of 

alcohol, as. many as 10 cases were found with 
diseased heart and two with pulmonary cedema. 
Habitual drunkards, who have been taking 
alcohol in one form or other for a long time, 
more or less continuously suffer from many 
organic diseases. It may be that ingestion of 
a large quantity of alcohol in a short space of 
time or some exertion on the part of the 
individual after taking alcohol may bring about 
death accidentally as can be easily proved by 
illustrative cases from the series. 

(??) In one case, a Hindu male aged about 40, 
was seen drinking till 10-30 p.m. on 3rd January, 
1942, and was found dead in his room next 

morning. On autopsy, hypertrophied heart with 
sclerosis of coronary arteries and enlarged liver 
were detected. 

(ii) In another case, a Muslim male aged 
about 40, suddenly felt very unwell and 

gradually collapsed. He was smelling of alcohol. 
On autopsy, the heart was found diseased. 

{Hi) A Christian male, aged about 26 years, 
a sailor, was standing against the railing of a 
ship when lie suddenly fell down on the deck 

and vomited some food materials which were 

smelling of alcohol. He also had a diseased 

heart. 

(iv) A Hindu male, aged about 52,. was 
taking his meal when suddenly he went out for 
vomiting and died on the way to the lavatory. 

(?;) A Hindi} male, aged about 45 years, was 
A grQat' drunkard aric| took Jiqupr almost every 
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day. He was found dead one morning. On 

autopsy, the heart was found enlarged and 

alcohol was detected in the viscera. J 

(vi) A Hindu female was found lying dead 
in a room locked from inside. From the history 
of the case it is gathered that she used to take 
alcohol frequently and suffered from hysteria- 
like fits. On autopsy, there was oedema of the 
lungs and alcohol was detected in the viscera. 

2. Atropine (datura).?This group occupies 
the second place in the writer's list of accidental 
poisoning (15.2 per cent). In all cases of this 

group, atropine which is the active principle of 
datura and belladonna has been found in the 
stomach and viscera (really^ daturine is the 
active principle of datura?but it is chemically 
identical with atropine?from which it is difficult 
to distinguish). Actual datura seeds have been 
seen in the stomach of some cases. Truly, 
datura belongs to the class of poisons known as 
stupefying poisons; and death, in these cases, 
is always unintentional. Datura seeds are 

generally used by road-poisoners to stupefy 
travellers, to facilitate robbery and theft and 

rarely to destroy life although deaths have 

occasionally occurred from excessive quantities. 
Hence this is conveniently put under accidental 
poisoning, and not homicidal poisoning. 

Of course, true cases of accidental poisoning 
from datura may occur among children as also 

among adults by eating raw datura fruits mis- 
taking them as edible fruits or by eating dry 
datura seeds in mistake for capsicum seeds. 
Accidental cases may also occur from injudicious 
use of the seeds in medicine as they are used by 
vaids and hakims in the treatment of several 
diseases, and also from their use for reputed 
aphrodisiac property. 
Datura is commonly known as a stupefying 

poison. The expression is not a happy one but 
as a tradition we use it to mean a poisonous 
substance that causes drowsiness usually with a 
special type of delirium characterized by peculiar 
ludicrous movements of hands and fingers or 

complete unconsciousness. 
The modus operandi of datura, being com- 

monly used in India for criminal purposes, is as 
follows : The professional poisoners who use 

datura infest the railway trains and waiting 
rooms in the railway stations, mussafarkhanas 
(travellers' resting places by the roadside), 
melas or fairs and places of pilgrimage where 
they pick up acquaintance with unsuspecting 
?travellers or pilgrims and offer as a token of 

friendship some sweets or sharbats containing 
powdered datura seeds. Sometimes they are 

mixed with crushed dates, figs, rice, dal, wheat 
and bajra flour in the form of chapatties,. and 
occasionally with coffee or liquor. In which- 
ever way it may be given, the victim loses his 
consciousness and the Culprit "decamps with his 
purse and other valuables. 

While the writer was in charge of the poison 
ward in Campbell Hospital, Calcutta, as Teacher 

of Medical Jurisprudence, he came across with 
several cases of datura poisoning amongst 
beggars; the usual history in these cases was 

that two beggars after their day's work came for 
rest under some trees where one gave some sweets 
or food to the other?who became unconscious 
soon and was removed to the hospital 
for treatment. After regaining his conscious- 

ness, the victim complained that he had been 
relieved of his whole day's earnings by his so- 

called friend. There almost all of these cases 

of datura poisoning recovered except very few 
who ultimately expired in spite of the treatment 
given?due to heavy doses administered. 

In the series, a Hindu male, aged about 30 
years, was picked up from street in an uncon- 
scious state and brought to Medical College 
Hospital where he died soon. Atropine, the 
active principle of datura, was detected in his 
viscera. A few cases including a street beggar 
were removed in unconscious state from foot- 

path to Medical College Hospital where they 
expired?in all of them atropine was detected 
in the viscera. The following illustrative cases 
from the series will demonstrate the modus 
operandi of datura poisoning :?- 

Case 1.?One Bengali-speaking person, aged 
about 50 years, went to Islamia College centre 
for Haj-pilgrims and got himself acquainted 
with some of them in a room. Then he 
offered to feed them at night. At about 8 p.m. 
on 9th October, 1946, he came back with some 
rice, meat, fish and two pithas (home-made 
food from wheat). He made with the pilgrims 
Milad Shariff after which he distributed the 
two pithas with the food. The pilgrims took 
these and soon after eight of them became un- 
conscious and were removed to Medical College 
Hospital where one old man, aged about 70 years, 
died at about 2-20 a.m. on 10th October, 1946. 
On autopsy, all internal organs were found 
congested, heart was enlarged and spleen 
atrophied. Atropine was detected in the viscera. 

Case 2.?A Hindu male, aged about 60 years, 
was picked up by an ambulance in a grave 
condition and admitted into Mayo Hospital, 
Calcutta. On local enquiry no cause of death 
could be found. On post-mortem examination 
froth and blood in the nostrils, fatty liver and 
congested brain, lungs and kidneys were found. 
There was one lacerated wound in the fore- 
head. Atropine and alcohol were detected in 
the viscera. 

Case 3.?One Hindu male, aged about 60 years, 
was found lying unconscious on the footpath in 
front of Kali Temple, Thanthania, and removed 
to Medical College Hospital, Calcutta. No partic- 
ulars could be found. On autopsy, froth in the 
larynx and trachea, cedematous lungs, congested 
brain and meninges, liver and kidneys were seen. 
A large number of datura seeds was recovered 
from the stomach and duodenum, and atropine 
was detected in his viscera as well as in the urine. 
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3. Opium.?Opium is, by far, the drug of 

choice^ for suicides; still cases of accidental 

Poisoning occur among infants and children as 

WeH as adults. Children may accidentally 
swallow crude opium or opium pills meant for 
their parents and grand-parents who are in the 
habit of taking the drug. They are also some- 
times poisoned by an accidental overdose, as 

they are usually drugged with opium by their 
Parents, especially of the labouring class with a 
Vlew to lull them to unnatural sleep. 

In this series, accidental poisoning (13 per 
cent of the total cases) was found mostly 
ai]\?.nS adults especially in the case of opium? addicts who took overdose?sometimes with 
??hol or occasionally the drug was taken for 

relief of pain and suffering but the dose was 
father high for the individual. The following 
1 lustrative cases will make the point "clear :? 
Case 1.?A Hindu female, aged about 70 years, 

oas suffering long from gout and dyspepsia, 
he was accustomed to take opium. On 10th 

ebruary, 1946, at 7-30 p.m., she was found lying 
Conscious on an open plot of land adjacent to 

place. She was removed to Medical College 
*J?spital, Calcutta, where she died on 11th 

ebruary, 1946, at 10-30 p.m. On autopsy, 
marged heart, old pleurisy, and congested 
fiternal organs were found. Opium was detected 
ln the viscera. 
Case 2.?A Hindu female, aged about 45 years, 
as found dead inside a room on the terrace of 

Premises no. 70, Premchand Boral Street, 
alcutta. It was learnt that the deceased was 

q 
dieted to intoxication every now and then. 
n Post-mortem examination, froth in the mouth 
nd nostrils, cedema lungs, enlarged heart with 
oronary sclerosis and congested organs were 

ound; opium and alcohol were detected in the 
V]scera. 
Case 3.?An unmarried girl, aged about 20 

^ear.s, suffered from fever and headache from 3rd Pril, 1946. These ailments increased in the 
^ ̂Pr^> 1946. She took some codo- 

' .me tablets next morning and became uncon- 
^lQus. She was removed to Medical College 
?spital where she died at 9-40 p.m. 

in autoPsy> pallor of the face, marked cyanosis 
in ^nSer-nails and toe-nails, well-defined post- 
?rtem staining, cedema lungs and congested 

1 
^ans were seen; there was evidence of her 
}lng had periods at the time. Alkaloids of 

piUm and alcohol were detected in the viscera. 

a ^;ase 4.?A Hindu female, aged about 45 years, 
5, Ionian of ill fame, was suffering from asthma. 

jue Was in the habit of taking opium. On 2nd 
' 

n?> 1944, she became indisposed and gradually and died later. On chemical analysis, 
P1Um was detected in the viscera. 

c 
Carbon monoxide and carbon dioxide (8 per 

ca 
*" ^ases poisoning by these irrespirable 

OfSGf ai-e mostly accidental?though a few cases suicidal or homicidal poisoning have been 

recorded. Accidental cases of poisoning by 
carbon dioxide may occur in the coal mines due 
to choke damp, in ill-ventilated places, at the 
bottom of old wells, damp cellars, mine shafts, 
brewers' vats, grain pits, etc., or in the neigh- 
bourhood of lime kilns. Accidents from carbon 
monoxide may take place in connection with 

incomplete combustion of wood, charcoal or coal 
in ill-ventilated rooms, leaky gas-pipes and taps 
in dwellings, and motor car?exhaust in small 

garages or even in narrow streets where motor 
traffic is very dense. 

In this series, in one instance, 4 coolies slept 
in a room with doors and windows shut with a 

partly burning oven. All the four became un- 
conscious?of which two died and two recovered 
in a hospital. Both carbon monoxide and carbon 
dioxide were found in the blood. In another 
instance under similar conditions, husband and 
wife slept together in a room, both of them 
died. Carbon monoxide was found in the blood 
and alcohol was detected in the viscera. 

5. Aconite (4.34 per cent) .?Accidental 
poisoning by aconite is not a rare occurrence, 
seeing that it is largely used in Indian medicine. 
The root has sometimes been eaten by mistake 
for horse-radish and produced fatal results. The 
tincture has been swallowed in overdoses, and 
the liniment has been taken internally in mis- 
take specially by children. In the series in one 

case, a Muslim male, aged about 22 years, who 
was suffering from fever and pain all over the 
body, more marked in the scrotum, took some 
medicine given by a lady doctor. He became 
restless and started vomiting. Soon he lost his 
consciousness and later died. Aconitin was 

found in his viscera. In another case, a Muslim 
male child, aged about 2| years, took up a phial 
containing liniment and drank a portion of it. 
He subsequently died and aconitin was detected 
in his viscera. 

6. Arsenic.?Though arsenic is frequently 
used for homicidal purpose and occasionally for 
suicide, cases of accidental poisoning by arsenic 
sometimes occur from its admixture with drink 
or articles of food or from its improper medicinal 
use. 

In this series, a Hindu male, aged about 27 
years, was given an injection for his venereal 
disease. After 9th injection, he developed 
rash all over the body and became very ill. 
He was removed to Medical College Hospital 
and died soon there. 

7. Nitric acid.?This acid is very largely 
employed in art and industry. It is used 
for cleansing nickel ornaments and separating 
gold- from other metals. It is also used in 
the preparation of gun-cotton, nitro-glycerine, 
picric acid, sulphuric acid and colouring matters. 
Cases of poisoning by this acid are not common. 
The cases that have been recorded are chiefly 
suicidal or accidental. A Hindu male, aged 
about 30 years, a sign-board painter, took some 
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nitric acid by mistake for medicine and died sub- 
sequently. Nitric acid was found in the stomach 
and its contents. 

8. Sulphuric acid.?This is very largely used 
commercially in several trades. Hence it is 

easily obtainable and may be taken for suicidal 
purposes. Accidental cases may, however, occur 
from its having been mistaken for glycerine, 
syrup or castor oil. A Hindu female, while 

drinking wine, took by mistake some acid from 
a bottle. She subsequently died. Sulphuric 
acid was detected in her stomach and its 
contents. 

9. Barbiturate (luminal).?This drug of the 
barbiturate group is also known as gardenal, 
phenobarbitonum, phenyl-ethyl-barbituric acid 
or phenobarbital. This is a powerful hypnotic 
?more active than veronal. This is sometimes 
used by patients as a remedy for insomnia with- 
out consulting their physicians. The result is 
accidental poisoning from large doses. A Hindu 

male, aged about 38 years, who was suffering from 
insomnia, took some sleeping medicine (luminal). 
He did not wake up in time, so was removed to 
Medical College Hospital in an unconscious state 
and died there soon after. On chemical 

analysis, a drug of the barbiturate group was 
detected. 

10. Cannabis indica (bhang).?Poisoning by 
' 

bhang 
' is mostly accidental. This consists of 

dried leaves and .flowering shoots of the plant 
Cannabis indica. It is used as an infusion in the 
form of a beverage which produces intoxication 
of a sensuous character. A Hindu male, aged 
about 37 years, an employee in a sweetmeat 

shop, took ' 

bhang' and went to bed. Next 

morning after heaving a long sigh became 

unconscious; subsequently he died. 

11. Cresol (lysol).?Cresol, creolin, lysol and 
izal are all similar in action to carbolic acid, but 
they are believed to be less toxic. Accidental 
cases of poisoning from these have, sometimes, 
occurred?as they are largely used as antiseptic 
and disinfectant. A Hindu male, aged about 45 
years, accidentally took lysol and died soon after. 
Cresol, the chief constituent of lysol, was 

detected in the viscera by the chemical examiner. 
12. Hydrocyanic acid.?Hydrocyanic acid 

and various cyanides are generally used for 
suicidal purposes as their swift and sure action 
is generally known. Accidental poisonings have 
occurred from the inhalation of the vapour of 
the acid used as a fumigating agent, from the 
ingestion of the pharmacopceial acid or cyanide 
in mistake for some other drug, from its applica- 
tion to a wound or raw surface and from the 

injection of potassium cyanide into the rectum. 
A Hindu female, aged about 19 years, who was 
suffering from stomach trouble, for a long time, 
had a similar attack on 14th November, 1944. 
As usual she took some drug which she thought 
to be sodi bicarb but which was really potassium 
cyanide. She expired soon after. On chemical 

examination, salt of hydrocyanic acid was 

detected in her viscera. 

13. Phosphorus.?Poisoning by phosphorus 
is rare in India, but a few accidental and 
suicidal cases have occurred. Yellow phosphorus 
is very poisonous and is used in preparing 
vermin paste for the destruction of rats and 
other vermin. If the patient survives a few 

days after taking phosphorus, he usually 
develops jaundice due to fatty degeneration in 
the liver. A coolie, aged about 35 years, was 
found in an unconscious state in his room with 
jaundice and bleeding from the gums. He died 
later on. Phosphorus was detected in his viscera. 

14. Scorpion bite.?A scorpion possesses a 

hollow sting in the last joint of its tail, com- 
municating by means of a duct with the poison- 
ous glands which secrete poison on stinging. The 

poison coagulates the blood and causes hsemorr- 
hage from injury to the capillary walls 
and leads to the formation of emboli due 
to agglutination of the red blood corpuscles. A 

little girl, aged about 1^ years, while sleeping, 
cried out. A scorpion was found by her side. 
Her skin was found cold and clammy. She 
vomited 9 or 10 times. She became unconsicous 
and died afterwards. On autopsy, on the left 

great toe was found a perforation from the 

scorpion-sting, the part was swollen to some 
extent. On dissection of the body, there was 
evidence of acute pulmonary oedema and puncti- 
form hemorrhages in various organs. No poison 
was detected in the viscera on chemical analysis. 
The girl evidently died of acute pulmonary 
oedema from scorpion bite. 
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