Address in refutation of the Thomsonian system of medical practice :
delivered in the lecture room of the Chester Co. Cabinet of Natural
Science, West Chester, Pa., on December 31, 1836 / by Sumner Stebbins.

Contributors

Stebbins, Sumner.
National Library of Medicine (U.S.)

Publication/Creation
West Chester, Pa. : [publisher not identified], 1837.

Persistent URL

https://wellcomecollection.org/works/a9z559na

License and attribution

This material has been provided by This material has been provided by the
National Library of Medicine (U.S.), through the Medical Heritage Library. The
original may be consulted at the National Library of Medicine (U.S.) where the
originals may be consulted.

This work has been identified as being free of known restrictions under
copyright law, including all related and neighbouring rights and is being made
available under the Creative Commons, Public Domain Mark.

You can copy, modify, distribute and perform the work, even for commercial
purposes, without asking permission.

Wellcome Collection

183 Euston Road

London NW1 2BE UK

T +44 (0)20 7611 8722

E library@wellcomecollection.org
https://wellcomecollection.org



http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/mark/1.0/

\WRBJ
SB\\a
\&57





































(H)

““ Previously to my difficulty with Dr. French, Mrs. Eaton
dnd another woman by the namse of Lifford, came to me at
Salisbury mills from Exeter. Their complaint was dropsy ; and
were both desperate cases, having been given over by the doe-
tor who attended them. Mrs. Eaton was swelled to such a
degree, that she could nct see her knees as she sat in a chair,
and her !imbs in proportion. I felt unwilling to undertake them,
as I considered there would be but I:tile chance of a cure; aud
declined doing any thing for them, and sent them away, stating
that there was no place that they could get boarded. They
went away I supposed to go home: but they soon returned,
and said they had found a place where they could stay, and a
young woman had agreed to nurse them. I gave them some
medicine, and it operated favourably on both, especially on Mrs.
Lifford; then gave strict orders to the nurse, to attend them
attentively through the night, and keep up a perspiration; but
she almost totally neglected her duty, spending her time with
the young people. On visiting them in the morning, I was very
much hurt to find my directions neglected. Mrs. Lifford was
quite poorly ; and stated to me that the nurse had neglected
her, and that she had got her feet out of bed; her perspiration
had ceased and other symptoms appeared unfavorable. 1 at-
tended upon her through the day, and did all I could te relieve
her, but could not raise a perspiration again. She continued
till the next night about midnight and died.”

Here we have a case of dropsy; a disease of the exha-
lent vessels, which is but seldom either a dangerous, or an
unmanageable affection, unless it occurs in very old, or
very debilitated subjects. It is always a ehronic com-
plaint, and but rarely terminatessuddenly ~ The idea that
they “ were both desperate eases,” and that they ““had been
given over by the doctor who had attended them,” is all
a fudge. Physicians are not in the habit of “giving over”
their patients however bad they may be while life con-
tinues, certainly not, while they are able to travel about
the country. It will be recollected that it was Mrs. Eaton,
and not Mrs. Lifford, the woman who died so suddenly,
who “was swelled to such a degree that she could not see
her knees when she sat in a chair.” It appears that she
was able the day but one before her Zeath, to ride or walk
(mest probably the latter) from Exeter to Salisbury. Every
one may form some idea of her situation when they con-
sider how difficult it is for persens labouring under that
disease to move about. If she was able to travel from Ex-

<ter to Salishury, and after she arrived there go about and
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‘hunt up a boarding house for herself, she certainly could not
have had the dropsy very bad. She might forall thatap-
pears to the contrary, if she had not taken Thomson’s med-
icine, have travelled home again, and lived for many years
—and it is quite probable she would have recovered under
proper medical treatment. When we take into consider-
ation that this is Thomsonr’s own story of the affair, that he
would naturally make it as favorable as he could for him-
self, when we consider alse his notorious disregard of truth,
it is impossible to resist the conclusion that it was the
the medicine,” and not the the disease alone that distroyed
this unhappy woman. The case is too plain I think to ad-
mit of a doubt. Thomson was afterwards indicted for the
murder of Ezra Lovett, and acquitted I believe upon the
ground that it was done through ignorance, and not by de.
sign. Not satisfied with his acquital, he brought an aetion
‘against Dr. French, his accuser, for damages. = Dr. French
in his defence endeavored to prove that Thomsen had
been guilty of murdering eight persons, this same Mrs.
Lifford among the rest. The evideuce in these cases was
so strong, that Judge Parsons, in his ckerge to the jury,
‘declared that Dr. French was fully justified in making the

* The following is a sample of Thomson’s veracity when speaking of
any of the medical profession, and shows how much confidence may be
Phﬂﬂq 1. any thing he says. In giving an account of ‘three children
who died, two he acknowledged breathed their last in about three hours
lner_tl_]a}r had taken his medicine, and the other in a short time, . The
physicians of the alqce made oath that the three children died in conse-
quence ot taking his medicine:—'* and (he goes on,) the good mnister of
the parish, I.was also informed testified to the same thing. A judg-
ment seemed to follow this clergyman, for a short timeafter he h_q.‘g lent.
his hand in promating ‘the prosecution against me, a circumstance took

place in his famlly, which if it had net been done by a fashionable doe-
:irmmlght have been called murder. His wife was at times troubled

a pain in her face, something like a cramp; a. certain doetor said
that he could help her by entting. ~ He used the knife and other %ﬁﬁm_’-

ments af (orture for fuur hours, which stopped her epeech,and let loose

the juices that filled the eshetrom her

s ! oagt, 8o Lthat the blo ‘water
“erowded out of her ears | giriving for %’reﬁﬁ;ﬁ.} Now :hgrhﬂ‘:rfgii%?:
D : ' ine
elruments fwr‘T,ﬁsmﬁF af souw sxUTEY; but the most | marvelous part
tb at which discloses the extentof his lrnqiglﬂq?p in sugh

that  fill ﬂh

Operations in Surgery, that require’the use of the “knife and

o tl“lh‘nﬂ:f
Satters, is, that'by an operation on her fice, “the jnices
‘[lﬂit; :'mplhut breast,’” ghould have foun '1-lirrdirjwu»';!“ﬁiitinf ber ears.”
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for the light it throws upon the nature and qnality of many
morbific agents, which have been subjects of a vast deal of
useless speculation. People have heretofore been of the
opinion, that many of the most formidabla: disorders were
propagated by a specific contagion : but if this ductrl_ltﬂ
is true, the wirus of small pox, and every other in-
oculating or infectious agent is nothing more nor less than
the concentrated essence of cold ; the opinion of the Chem-
ists that there is nosuch a thing as a substance called
cold to the contrary notwithstanding. You have doubtless
all heard of such a thing as marsh miasmata—paludal ef-
fluvia,—morbific emenatiors—epidemic contagions,—veg-
eto—animal exhalations—malaria, and other appellations
which have been conferred on an invisible, intangible, un-
definable, and hitherto nnascertainable somerhing which
has heen only appreciated by its effecte, but which is to-
tally unknown in its essence. Now it remained for a sim-
ple unsophisticated child of nature, an untutored son of
the Granite State, who obtained his knewledge of astrono-
my as did the astrologers of old, by laying on his back and
gazing at the stars; who acquired his knowledge of the
nature of what he ealls “the four elements,” by stupidly
stareing at the earth and its waters, and who gained all his
knowledge of the healing art “‘at the bedside of his pa-
tients,” it remained for Aim to reveal the nature and prop-
erties of this so much talked of malcria. He discovered,
and the discovery was intuitive of conrse, for he says
himazelf that he never went to school but ope month in his
life, he discovered that it wag—cold—yes, nothing but the
quint essence of cold. But unfortunately for Thomson
and his system, his disecveries, all turn out to be mere sUfr
frositions. He supposed, that “heat was life;” he supposed
that “‘cold was the cause of all disease; he supposed, that
whenever there was what he calls a “balance of outward
and inward heat,” there was always death in the pot ; he
!ﬂppﬁﬂ&d, also, that the rar that bit the man on one of his
eyebrows, was mad, that his madness was caused by eating
ratsbane ; and any of his suppositions is quite as rational
as anether. Hissuppositions, discoveries, and conclusions,
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_‘e:hﬂed to have proved fatal. Like many other medicines,
It is usgﬁgl in cerlain cases, and not only useless, but high-
Iy pernicious in others. It will net do for indiscriminate
uses in this respect it is much less harmless than Ipecacu-
anha. Butternut bark (I use Thomson’s own names) a
powerful and drastic purgative, causing violent griping,
walery, ﬂﬂtl. eometimes. bicody discharges. Cayenune pep-
per, a very improper article in many of the acute diseases,
but which the disciples of Thomson administer in all cas-
es. Even in a state of health, if taken in large and fre-
quent doses, it gives rise to visceral obstructions especial-
ly of the liver. Myrrh, a pungent irritating medicine
which ought to be used with great caution, an over-dose is
always dangerous. Skunk Cabbage, an acrid penetrating
irnitant of fearful power in the most skilful hand. This ar-
tiele in large quantities praduces the most violent effects,
causing a burning pain at the pit of the stomach, great,
cerchral distress, and finally death. Hemlock, Yellow
Dock, Nettle Spring, Balsam Fir, Wake Robbin, Feather-
few, Clivers, Blue and White Veryine, Sumach, Archan-
angel, Burdock, Horse Radish, Sal Amoniae, Pearlash,
Spirits of Turpentine, Brandy, &c. &c. Thomson rails out
against the use of all mineral substances, as mediciness
yet if we are to believe his own story, he cured himself of
the yellow fever by taking salr and vinegar. This was
decidedly the greatest cure recorded in his book, and one
which has the most appearance of truth sbout it. Where
any one, however, to inform him, that the Muriate of Soda,
(common table salt) was a mincral, he would no doubt
pronounce it a malicious slander, raised by the Doctors
for the purpose of throwing odidum upon his “System.”—
There ig not one of the articles I have mentioned that will
not cause death if given in sufficient doses; not one but
“will produce the same effects in small quantities, if given
under unfavorable circumstances; and be it remembered,
that the Thomsonians centend that whatever i useful in
one dicease, cannot be injurious in any other. There 1s
ot a single article in “Thomson’s materia mediea,” as it
is called, that is not taken from the materia medica of the
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and iamented by all, but by none more so than the en-
lightened physician. ¢ The perfection nttgmlble by med-
icine (says Professor Jackson) is that which belongs to
those sciences whose principles are demonstrated, but
whose practical application is frequently defeated by de-
fectiveness in its instruments, er by the force of uncoa-
trollable accidents. Medicine, in this respect, will com-
pare with navigation. The principles or theory of navi-
gation have received an improvement that may be regard-
ed as complete ; but how numerous are the circumstances
that render them useless, and their assistance unavailing. .
The skilful navigator, instructed in every branch of his
profession, may conduct with safety his bark over the
trackless deep, and through many a tempestuous gale and
threatening sterm ; but in the tornado, the hurricane, the
dread typhon, when the embattled elements pour forth
their fury and exhaust their rage; or when adverae cur-.
rents and resistless winds drive on a lee shore and rock-
bound coast ;—opposed to these, what is human power—
what the skill, the knowledge of man? A strict analogy
prevails in medicine. In the fatal derangements, conjes-
tions, and effusions, that so often are rapidly indueced in the
vital organs and centres of life, the instructed physician
thoroughly understands the nature of the lesions, and the
means by which relief couid be procured. But where are
they to be found? They exist not in nature, and his skill
and knowledge remain impotent. The perfection of med-
icine will consist in the complete cultivation of the depart-
ments of which it is composed ; but however far 1t may be
earried, there will always be diseases that will prove fatal.
Lesion of structure iz an element of disease. When of
intense violence, disorganization rapidly, sometimes in-
stantly ensucs—or a total denaturalization of the solids is
gradually produced. These states once induced, the pow-
er to heal must be able to create—the attribute and prerog-
ative of Deity. ‘I'he catalogue of the opfirobrium medico-
rum may be reduced by the improvement of the science,
but it will never cease to exist.” But will the casfing
away the recorded experience—the well atteeted facte—
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the eollected wisdom of ages—and hwunching, without
sompass or rudder, upos the ocean of empiricism, with no
guide but blind and ignorant conjecture—have a tendency

to improve the healing art? Are the indefatigable labore,

the anxious toils, and the generous efforts of the sons of
science and genius, in different countries and ages of the

world, who have spent their whole lives in the dissecting.
reoms, interrogating the dead, that they might discover the

true pathology of the diseases of the living ;—are the gold-
en sands of knowledge that have been acecumulating fer
thirty centuries, to be thrown away, or exchanged for the
raw conceits and stupid drivellings of Samuel Thomson?
Will the sole and indiscriminate use of lobelia, red pepper,
alcohol, and steam, in the hands of crafty knaves, and ig-
norant charlatans, have a tendency to lessen the mortality
of disease, or * establish the practice of medicine upon a
inore scientific basis.”

This is not the first system of empiricism, although it is
unquestionably the one most disreputable to-the intelli-
gence of the country. The land is full of it. We have
Bone setters, and Water doctors, and Indian doctors, and
Cancer curers, and Pow-wowers ; and those who work by
all kinds of Magic ;to say nothing of an innumerable host of
Pill makers,many of whom find the business muchmore lu-
crative than the physician whose practice is governed by
scientific priaciples. Quackery always has existed, and
always will exist, as an excrescence on society, until the
people in general are convineed that “ the proper study of
mankind is man”—until the rudiments of anatemy and
physiology are taught in our common schools, as they
might be to the greatest advantage. It springs up in the
soil of ignoranee, it feeds upon gaping credulity, it grows
rank in mental darkness. The quack, like his prototype,
the buzzard, perches himself upon every dry limb, snuffing
the tainted breeze in quest of prey ; he fattens upon the
carrion of the community. But neither ‘Thomsonianizm,
nor Mormonism, nor witcheraft, nor any other kind of
foolery, can be put down by Legislative enactments, by
fines, or imprisonments, and they $hould not be if they,
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