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Article IV.- -Case of Poisoning with Strychnia. By Alexander 
Smith, M.D., Edin., Forfar. 

T H , a gamekeeper in the neighbourhood, who had been 
missing from the 7 th of May last, was found dead in a plantation on 
the 11th. A phial, labelled "Strychnia, poison," and containing a 
small quantity of a whitish powder, was found lying by his side; 
which I took possession of. On my arrival at the spot, the body, 
which had not been moved, was lying on the face, with the hands 
firmly clenched, the feet very much extended, and the head consi- 
derably bent backwards. Every joint of the body was excessively 
rigid, and some of the muscles exhibited the same appearance as 
when in powerful action during life. There were no marks of 

violence, except a few superficial scratches on the eye-brows and tip 
of the nose, probably produced by the stems of the rough strong 
heather, among which the face rested. The countenance was very 
livid, and somewhat swollen. Except some shrinking of the eye- 
balls, and the usual opaque appearance of the corneae, observable 
soon after death, there was little indication of putrefaction. 
The body having been removed to a convenient place for further 

examination, the head was opened, and the blood-vessels on the sur- 
face of the brain found very highly congested. On cutting into the 
brain, the texture of which was healthy, numerous bloody points 
presented themselves. The choroid plexus was very turgid. On 

cutting the scalp, dark-coloured fluid blood flowed freely from it. 
The blood manifested the same appearance throughout the" body. 
The lungs were healthy in structure, but much gorged with blood, 
and the heart, which was also natural, had both ventricles very 
much distended. The stomach, which externally exhibited no trace 
of disease, and a portion of the duodenum, with their contents, were 
removed for more minute examination. All the other viscera of the 

abdomen were in a healthy condition. The spine was not examined. 



On opening the stomach a patch of the villous coat, near the cardiac 
extremity, presented considerable congestion, and a small quantity 
of a whitish powder adhered to the membrane at this part, and also 
at some others where no congestion was manifest. It contained no 

food, and only a few ounces of fluid, which exhaled a strong spiritu- 
ous odour. A minute quantity of the contents was then mixed 
with very dilute sulphuric acid, and boiled in a glass vessel for about 
half an hour. A portion of the supernatant liquor, when cold, being 
treated with nitric acid, was changed to a lignt orange colour, and 
another portion, upon adding solution of tannin, deposited a pretty 
copious grayish-white sediment. A small quantity of the powder 
found in the phial was treated in the same manner, and similar re- 
sults produced. 
The detection of strychnia, so far as my information goes, is at 

present surrounded with great difficulty and uncertainty. On this 

account, and also from the fact of very few cases being on record 
where a thorough and scientific examination has been made by men 
of authority on the subject, I traiismitted the stomach and remainder 
of its contents to Professor Christison, who kindly undertook to in- 
spect them, and has since furnished the following account of his 
examination:? 

" The contents, and washings obtained with water acidulated with 
sulphuric acid, were filtered, treated with milk of lime, concentrated 
to a thin syrup, and filtered again. The insoluble lime-salts and 
excess of lime would contain strychnia, if there was any. The mixture, 
dried at 212?, was treated with boiling rectified spirit, and the solution 
was evaporated to dryness. The extract had the intense persistent 
bitter taste of strychnia, and was turned bright yellow by nitric acid. 
Another test mentioned in my Dispensatory did not act character- 
istically, the colours being altered by organic matter. There is, in 
fact, a want of positive tests for strychnia when mixed with organic 
matters, unless the proportion were considerably greater than in this 
case, so as to admit of some complexity of chemical handling. 

" I think there is satisfactory evidence for a case of suicide or 
accident. It may be doubted whether this chemical evidence, how- 

ever, would be enough in a charge of murder,?in which there was no 
proof of the nature of the symptoms" 


