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J HISTORY
| CASE OF PARAPLEGIA

_ From injury of the Spinal Chord, causing Inertia of the
I Kidneys, and other anomalous symptoms.

By JOHN HOME PEEBLES, M. D.
FELLOW OF THE ROYAL COLLEGE OF PHYSICIANS, EDINBEURGH.

( From the Edin. Med. and S:trg.}u#ﬂm!, No. 121.)

Twue history of the following remarkable case has alread
been given to the public by Dr Montesanto of Padua, in the
47th Volume of the Annali Universali di Medicina, published at
Milan by Dr Omodei. It was previously read before the
Royal Academy of Padua at its sitting of the 17th of June
1828, and continuations of the history were commumeated to
the same Institution on the 19th of April 1831, and again on
the 9th of July last year. The whole has been published in
the form of a pamphlet, which has been extensively circulated,
and Dr Montesanto has done me the favour to send me a copy
of it, from which I have gathered the greater part of the n-
teresting information I now lay before the Society. -

From that narrative it appears that the patient Domenico
- Valetto, then in his 18th year, fell accidentally from the third
- story of a house,—a height of about fifty feet. By this fall

he did not receive any fracture, or lesion of the surface of the
body ; but blood suddenly flowed in great quantity from the
mouth, nostrils, and ears. Severe pain immediately followed
across the lower part of the abdomen, over the loins, and along
the whole of the vertebral column, rendering the man immove-
~(_,ahle, and showing at the moment the effects of an internal ge-
- neral concussion. Medical aid was instantly procured, and
~ after the use of suitable remedies, he could in no very long
- time resume the exercise of his trade, which was a distiller of
~spirits.  But his health was never completely re-established,
and he always complained after this severe accident,

1. Of pain inthe lower part of the abdomen and in the back.

2. Of a difficulty of bending the body.

3. Of an impediment in the passage of the food, which oc-
casioned a weight in the stomach, and something like a knot
in the throat. This weight and swelling sometimes disappeat-
ed, and were sometimes followed by vomiting of aliment. +
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4. He complained also of costiveness, and the feculent mat- r :
ter was generally covered with whitish mucus mixed with
streaks of blood.
Lastly, of a deficiency of urine, which always deposited a
sediment. o
He did not, however, take particular notice of these dis.,
orders, but continued to occupy himself with his affairs, He
lived a very irregular life with his companions, although he
could never take much exercise on account of a difficulty of
breathing, which was produced by more than ordinary exertion,
and the quantity of urine becoming at the same time scarcer.
In this imperfect state of health and licentious mode of liv-
ing he spent about two years, when he was drawn into the '
commission of crime on the highway, for which he was arrest-
ed, and committed to the Prison at Padua. "
Many months elapsed without his uttering any complaint
about his sufferings ; but after two years of detention his dis-
orders increased so severely, that he was at last forced to call
for assistance. He was now attacked with acute fever, severe
ains in the lower part of the abdomen, chest and back. He
ad aversion to food, and nausea often followed by vomiting.®
In this state he was placed in the infirmary of the prison on the
10th of March 1819, when he was treated by general and local |
bleeding, fomentations, injections,and purgatives, and, in short, |
by every means calculated to remove the symptoms.
The fever was thus in a short time overcome ; the pain was
rendered milder ; but the costiveness, sense of weight in the sto-
mach, in the loins, and lower part of the abdomen, the nausea |
and vomiting after eating remained constant. The use of such
means were continued as his situation would allow; butnos
thing availed in ameliorating the morbid state, which, on ?
contrary, increased by degrees, with complete paralysis of the
inferior part of the body, and the patient became deprived of
all sense of feeling from the waist to the feet, and entirely.of
any power of movement of the lower extremities. Thebowels
remained closed, and there was no secretion of urine. e, |
however, now began to have a good appetite, and could eat
every kind of food, except boiled meat and broth, which he
refused, as also wine. Always after dinner he drank much —
water ; he then remained well for several hours, *_when_he bl?_gah |
to feel a desire for more liquid, to assist in freeing himself by
vomiting of the troublesome sensations which the food now
occasioned, and which was very soon rejected. R
- It was ﬂb!ﬂf.\f&d that ﬂ]lﬂ ‘Fﬂﬂ]itiﬂg H.ftﬂ-' dl_nﬂe.l' hﬂppﬂln ]
daily ; but after a period of 30 or 40 days, and sometimes longer,
vomiting occurred of another kind, preceded by the following
phenomena. He began to experience 1n the stomach a move-
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ment similar to that produced by a ball ascending towards the
fauces. He was seized with hiccough, which lasted about
four hours ; vomiting then ensued ; gross feeal matter mixed
with blood was rejected ; and after the alimentary canal was
thus unloaded, the hiccough ceased, and the stomach became
settled.

His sleep at this time was observed to be of short duration,
but tranquil; the pulse sufficiently vigorous and regular; sweat-
ing never occurred in the hottest weather. The heat of sur-
face was always natural, and nutrition sufficient all over the
body, the lower extremities excepted, which became somewhat
wasted, and totally immoveable and incapable, without aid,
of any flexion,

The ancles became so stiff that they could not be moved,
and the feet so permanently extended in a tetanic form, that
the toes were in a direct line with the tibia. He became un-
able to lie supine, or to raise himself on the trunk, or to turn
on his sides. Behind or before he was supported by pillows,
which he adjusted as he pleased when he wished to sleep for
some hours.  Although he was aware that the Tribunal had
condemned him and his companions from 1821 to perpetual
confinement, he preserved his spirits cheerful and tranquil.

The above account of the state of this patient’s disorder
was communicated by Dr Menato, Physician to the prison, to
Dr Montesanto, on the retirement of the former to fill another
appointment. He then requested Dr Montesanto to visit the
mvalid along with him. At this time he had been about eight

- years under the care of Dr Menato in the state already men-

tioned.

He was now carefully examined. The pulse was found to be
60 and regular, as well at the wrist as at the groin, ham,
ancles, and elsewhere: but the tone of the arteries was rather
resistent, which, with an oppression of breathing, indicated a
necessity for bleeding, as at other times during the last three
years. The heat of the body examined by the Centigrade
thermometer was that of a healthy person, and it was equally
diffused. His aspect was not cast down, the tongue was clean,

_ and the abdomen was free from tenderness or pain on pressure ;

the muscles were, however, somewhat contracted and very resist-
ent at the epigastrium. The vertebral column was examined
with great attention. There was not the least alteration observed
in its external form ; but pain was occasionec by pressing very
gently on the part which corresponds with the spinous proces=
ses of the last dorsal and first lumbar vertebree,—a point
where the patient said he felt a constant internal, thuug]‘i not
acute pain, and where he was conscious of a hindrance to the
free movements of the trunk; beyond this part the spine was
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not painful. From the region of the last lumbar vertebra
every sense of feeling had ceased. 'T'his absolute insensibility
was proved by many decisive means to be manifest in all parts
which are included 1n a line drawn from the last lumbar ver-
tebra, and stretching along exactly by the right and left su-
perior brims of the pelvis to a little above the pubes, and thence
down to the feet.

It is here to be remarked, that though the site of the in-
.}ur}f of the spine and the chord be, as already stated, at the

ast dorsal and first lumbar verfebree, yet the loss of sensation,
owing to the oblique course of the nerves issuing from the spi-
nal chord, is much lower than the part of the spine injured.

The result of these observations often repeated is the convic-
tion that the disease originated from an injury of the vertebral co-
lumn, producing morbid c¢hanges in the spinal marrow and its in-
vestments, and the branches of nerves which arise fromit. This
disease began to give the first indication of its existence soon
after the fall in 1816,—maintained a mild character for upwards
of three years, and in 1819 assumed in the prison the form of
acute myelitis. Paralysis of the inferior half of the body fol-
lowed, with total suppression of any discharge by the rectum or
urethra. The progress of these symptoms has already been
described, and the disease does not appear to have presented
any difference in its character from the time Dr Montesanto
examined the patient, till the end of August 1828, when, after
more than sixty days had elapsed without stercoraceous vomit-
ing, Valetto suffered extraordinary distress. During three sue-
cessive days in the beginning of September, this vomiting was
renewed, and again on the 11th and 17th.

Febrile symptoms now appeared, and it was necessary to
have recourse to blood-letting on the 24th. Next day he had
vomiting of the same nature in large masses mixed with b]und{l
matter. On the 26th the patient had still fever, and was muc
enfeecbled. On the 15th of November following the fecal vo-
miting appeared again, and once more on the 5th of March 1829.
In all these evacuations no urinous smell could be perceived,
nor did the body of the invalid give any odour of this kind,
To this particular attention was paid, in consequence of the -
experiments of Mayer on the extirpation of the kidneys.

After the cessation of the stercoraceous vomiting, the daily
vomiting of food returned as usual, but it is remarkable that
at present it happens sooner than formerly, that is, about two
hours after eating, and the substances swallowed are returned
much in the same state, and little or +nuthmg d‘lmmlshed n
weight, as proved by apposite examinations made in August of
the year following. : \ B

'The order of the phenomena presented in the disease was 4
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not materially altered by this change, except that plethora
was now produced with greater facility and frequency, requir-
ing the use of bleeding in shorter periods; and it appears from
the journal of the prison, as well as that kept by Dr Montesan-
to, that during the two years after the cessation of the fecal vo-
miting, there were not fewer than sixty bloed-lettings of twelve
ounces each at least.

It is here observed, that, from the hardness and frequency
of the pulse, the fever, the wandering pains in the thorax, and |
the oppression and shortness of breathing which he suffered I
from time to time, hydrothorax would in all probability have
occurred, had not repeated blood-letting, general and local,
and blistering, been resorted to.

It is of importance also to mention, that when the vomiting of |
fecal matter had become more rare, or when it was supposed i
to have ceased altogether, and when the symptoms of manifest |
inflammation of the chest arose, with fever and pains in vari- .
ous parts of the thorax, some sweating began to appear; an |
excretion which never happened before, not even in the hot- .
test months of summer. 'This sweating, or more frequently a |
sensible perspiration, was discovered to exist, not only in the
superior part of the trunk, arms, and hands, but also on the
paralytic limbs, and these parts have in progress of time since
become less emaciated. Notwithstanding this circumstance
the paralytic condition of the inferior extremities is not chang- |
ed, since the patient has al ways still a want of feeling and mo-
tion from the waist to the feet; and the organs of generation

- are comprehended in this space.

From the middle of July to the end of August 1831, the
general health of our patient was comparatively in the best
possible state; but about the first of September he had renew-
ed attacks, and on the 11th of that month it was necessary to
use blood-letting, which was repeated twice before the middle
of October. Besides these occasional attacks of mflammation of
the chest, which required bleeding, he was twice seized with
indigestion from eating food which disagreed with his stomach. |
The last of these, which oceurred at the end of March 1832,
continued 15 days, during which time he had sharp and con-
stant pains in the stomach and spina dorsalis. His pulse was
quick, the fever intense, and there was no appetite. A bleed-
ing of twelve ounces was prescribed and again repeated. The
pain and fever were mitigated by the 3d of April; but they still
continued in a considerable degree, and the patient talked of his
approaching end ; saying, he felt something rise from the bot-
tom of his stomach, which in every attempt to vomit threatened
hlm_with suffocation. Every thing he tried to swallow increas.
ed his sufferings ; spirits alone in small doses were at this time

L— .i
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tolerated with a sense of relief. Nothing solid was retained on
his stomach for 15 days, when, on the 11th of April, a sponta-
neous and unexpecteg vomiting took place of four masses of
considerable size of matter purely fecal. One of these present-
ed, more strongly than the others, certain impressions on the
surface, which showed that these bodies had been formerly re-
tained for a long time within an intestinal sac.

Besides such a solid and homogeneous matter, there was also
discharged on this occasion a liquid substance of a greenish
colour, and slightly odorous. A little after the fever was very
mild, he was very tranquil, with the pulse weak, quick, and
contracted ; and in two days after he seemed to be restored to
his former state. Thus were fecal materials brought away
which had been formed gradually in the course of three years,
that is, since the 5th of March 1829.

From this time nothing happened to change the usnal mode
of life. On the 16th of April 1835, he was reported to be
“ of good colour, of a cheerful aspect, and vigorous, well nou-
rished, never better in health, and no return of fecal vomiting
now for a year.” He was bled on the 5th of this month for
simple plethora, and again on the 14th and 17th of May, to
lessen the turgescence of the blood-vessels. His continual ac-
tual condition, whether of strength or nutrition, is not very
different from what has been described ;- and in this manner has
now gone on for nearly 15 years, the course of a malady which,
with its singular phenomena, is arrived at that state as to cre-
ate a new mode of existence, and entirely peculiar to the indi-
vidual.

It is difficult to comprehend how assimilation is effected, at
least how those materials can be absorbed and circulated mno-
cently in the blood, which all the elementary substances more
or less contain, when we consider that the patient cannot take
broth or boiled meat, but only salted-meat, dried salt-fish ;
cheese, and such like food. It 1s unnecessary to say that such
substances cannot undergo the process of digestion during the
very short time they remain in the patient’s stomach, as he only
eats once in the 24 hours.

The quantity of water which the patient consumes before
the daily vomiting is upwards of 40 ounces, and must very
much accelerate the exit from the stomach of that matter,
which it might in vain try otherwise to get rid of.

I had an npportunity of seeinﬂ]us interesting case when on
a visit to Padua in the month of May 1829. At the request of
Dr Montesanto, I accompanied him to the prison to examine
the patient, and I find from my journal the following account
of my visit. ;
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The patient was placed in the Infirmary of the prison along
with several sick prisoners.

Here I was informed they are so strictly guarded, that the
Jailer is never absent from the adjoining room through which
we passed to the hospital, and nobody is allowed to visit them
except the physician and surgeon, unless under particular cir-
cumstances, when an order from the governor is necessary. I
was surprised when Dr Montesanto pointed out the unfortu-
nate man at the upper part of the ward; for his appearance
was so healthy that I should rather have fixed upon any of
the other prisoners to be the person. He was sitting i bed
preparing lint for the use of the hospital. His colour was ra-
ther paler than usual, which might well have been occasioned
by the long confinement alone. His face was full, and his arms
and hody were also well covered with flesh; but the legs were
considerably emaciated. The toes presented a singularly con-
tracted and shrivelled appearance; and the feet were stretched
out quite stiff, on a line nearly with the tibice, as if by violent
spasms, aud the heels were drawn upwards towards the back
of the legs. The heat of the inferior extremities, however,
and their colour were quite natural, but he declared he had
not the least sense of touch, or any pain in them, nor the
smallest ability to move them. This want of all feeling I
traced along a line drawn from the lower lumbar vertebra
across on each side to the spine of the ilium, extending
downwards to a little above the pubes. All above this line the
sense of touch was natural. I examined the spine, but found
nothing deserving notice along the whole column, except at the
part mentioned by Dr Montesanto, as near as possible at the
under portion of the last dorsal and first lambar vertebre. Here
there is an indentation or hollow place even visible to the eye,
but very distinct on pressing the point of the finger into i,
which gave him great pain. On his attempting to bend the
trunk forward so much pain was produced in the back and epi-
gastric region, that he was obliged to desist; and on endea.
vouring to lie down, he complained of so great oppression across
the chest with difficulty of breathing, that he was forced to
raise himself to that position, in which he has now been for ten
years past.

I have already remarked that lie is in nearly the sitting pos-
ture. 1In this way he always sleeps supported by pillows ;
his sleep seldom continues above two or three hours, and it is
often disturbed.

. The abdomen was somewhat full below the umbilicus ; but
1t was soft and compressible, and there was no irregularity of
surface, or hardness, or pain, on pressure in any part. The
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statements; because, among the long series of facts recorded by
medical observers, there were not any to be found that in any
respect resembled this case. The legal authorities also request-
ed to be informed of the precise nature of the facts which had
been published concerning a man who had rendered himself by
his crimes deserving the rigor of the laws. In consequence,
a letter, dated the 18th of July 1829, of which the following
is a translation, was written by Dr Montesanto, to the Count
Selvatico, Vice-President of the T'ribunal of Appeal, and Di-
rector of the Provineial Tribunal of Padua.

“ Agreeably to the demand which your Excellency has done
me the honour to make, I present to you along with this let-
ter, the history of the very singular disease of the unfortunate
Domenico Valetto, now confined in the Infirmary of the Pri-
son ; a history drawn up by me, and published for the purpose
of informing professional men, of the circumstances of a pa-
thological case, no example of which, so far as [ know, is to
be found in the most accredited collection of medical observa-
tions.

¢ This man, besides having the inferior part of the body para-
lytic from the waist downwards, has had neither intestinal eva-
cuations nor urinary secretion for about ten years, during
which time he has al ways lain as he does still, continually de-
prived of every motion of the inferior extremities, in bed in
the infirmary. Vomiting in certain determinate hours after
his daily meal, in this man, invariably takes place, of every
other evacuation, without depriving him, however, of as much
as 1s necessary for the support of Iife; and it so happens that
this exists in bim under laws unusual to human organiza-
tion, and such as to reveal in a greater degree the wonderful re-
sources of nature, even amidst the most difficult eircumstances.

*“ The history of Valetto is therefore most interesting in it-
self, for which reason, with permission of your Excellency, and
with the concurrence of Dr Celega, the ordinary physician to
the prison, I continue to observe the course of the malady, on
purpose that I may be able to give the best account of what is
taking place in its progress. But although this person may be
treated in the Infirmary of the Prison, %ike all the other pri-
soners, with every kind of charity, and on account of the extra.
ordinary length of his malady, he may be regarded even with
particular humanity ; yet, since the peculiar circumstances of
the place render it impracticable for the physician to make
those accurate observations, which science demands in a case
so important, and so capable of affording in its progress new
views to the cultivator of physiological science, I would soljcit

B -
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that this man, who has been already so many years confined
to bed without the power of moving, E]‘tﬂuli by superior
orders, be transported to the Civil Hospital, of which I hold
the place of director, and where the observations undertaken
by me would be rendered more easy and -more conducive to
scientific purposes.  This request, urged solely for the benefit
of the art which I profess, is founded entirely on a knowledge
of the facts which I have stated, and by your having it grant-
ed, you would do an act worthy a magistrate so respectable,
and so enlightened as your Excellency.”

Although the condition of the prisoner was not changed b
this letter, nor was there greater convenience afforded thereby
for observing the patient in the manner a medical inquirer
would deem fit, yet it had the effect of putting a stop to the
oft-repeated threat of subjecting him to the punishment of the
pillory, to which he had been condemned, and from which some
ill informed persons pretended to say he wished to escape under
the pretext of exaggerated maladies.

Having written to Sir William Money, British Consul-Gene-
ral for the states of Lombardy, to procure farther information
about the actual state of the patient, I received his reply, dated
Venice, 24th January last. The ful]uwing 15 an extract.

¢ When I was at Padua last month, in my way from Milan,
I had an interview with Dr Montesanto, and communicated to
him all you wished, and all the interest excited by the mar-
vellous case of the poor and wretched paralyticin the infirmary
of the prison at Padua. He is still alive, but has been attack-
ed with fever, which it was then expected would soon end his
miserable days; but he still lives. T have since I was at Pa-
dua received your letter of the 5th ult. which inclosed ;ynur‘s
to Dr Montesanto, which I immediately forwarded to him, I
spoke to him about the removal of the patient to the public
hospital ; but he said it could not be permitted, and that he was
satisfied he was as well off in the hospital of the prison as he
could be elsewhere. For myself I am thoroughly convinced
that there is no deception whatever, and that deception under
the circumstances in which the patient is placed is impossible.
I therefore firmly believe in Dr Montesanto’s statement of this
wonderful case. |

< T have received a letter from him with two copies of his pub-
lication, which I embrace the first opportunity of forwarding
to you.”

%r Montesanto’s letter alluded to is dated Padua the 12th
of last January, and brings the latest intelligence of the pa-

tient. 1
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“ The pamphlets,” he says, ¢ which accompany this letter
contain the history of the singular disease, concerning which
His Britannic Majesty’s Consul-General has done me the ho-
nour to request the exact particulars. The history has been
communicated by me to my colleagues of the Royal Academy
of Padua, the place where the individual lives who is the sub-
Ject of my obseryations. Several of them have become person-
ally acquainted with the reality of what T have stated in this
history with every possible accuracy. Many eminent Italian
and foreign physicians have alone and along with me visited
and examined the patient, and I have undertaken to give to
the public this account as minutely as possible, in order that
every one who wished todo so may satisfy themselves of the aceu-
racy of the extraordinary facts herein related. This is yet pos-
sible, as the patient is still alive.” (Here Dr Montesanto gives
the symptoms as already described, which need not therefore be
repeated.) He then proceeds, ¢ it is now about 21 months since
he has brought up any fecal matter. For several days un-
usual pains of the belly, with swelling of the hypochondrium,
and great tension had threatened new danger; but bleeding and
emollient applications to the abdomen soon brought matters
back to their usual state.

*¢ The patient is, however, more deteriorated, and the pain
he continually complains of in the spina dorsalis, where the
paraplesia has its origin, is more acute than usual.

“ Having observed the progress of this malady with attention
for many years, and being anxious to keep an exact account
of the disease, and what may be the result of the post mortem
examination, that I may particularly inform men of science
through the medium of the public medical Journals, I shall
likewise have the honour of transmitting farther information to
any medical Institution, as I have already done to the Royal
Academy of Paris.”

This Academy at its sitting of the 26th of February 1833
had a discussion on a report drawn up at the desire of this In-
stitution by M. Ollivier, which is alluded to in several of the
Paris journals at the time, (in the Journal Universel et Hels-
domadaire de Medecine of March, the Revue Medicale of
the same month, and the Archives de Medecine of the pre-
ceding February.)

M. Ollivier mentioned that a similar fact was communicated
to him by M. Denis of Commercy, in the case of a man who
had received an njury on the spine, when only a few years old,
which produced from that time a paraplegia with total sy
pression of both alvine and urinary secretions, and that the
patient lived in that state 772 years.  Although we should

|
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not hesitate in admitting the correctness of this statement by
M. Denis, after the authenticated account of the case before us,
get it is to be regretted that such singular symptoms had net

een communicated to other members of the profession, so as
to have been made the subject of observation among them dur-
ing the patient’s life.

In presenting the history of the foregomng ¢ase in as short
a form as the protracted nature of the phenomena would per-
mit, T have been anxious to substantiate the facts therein re-
lated by evidence as satisfactory as the circumstances of the
patient would allow. To the authenticity of several of the
facts of the case I can myself bear testimony from personal ex-
amination of the patient. Thus, I can vouch for the truth of
the statements regarding the indentation in the space between
the twelfth dorsal and first lumbar vertebree, the anaesthe-
tic state of the integuments below the line specified, the para-
plegic state of the lower extremities, and their shrunk and atro-
phied condition below the seat of the spinal injury, and the
immoveably incurvated or inflected state of the toes.

The statements, that the patient has periodical fits of vomit-
ing, preceded by a sense of obstruction in the throat ; that the
contents of the bowels are never evacuated ; and that the utine
has been entirely suppressed for so long a period, with the
urinons odour of the matters rejected by vomiting, I should
wish to rest on the observation of the jailer, and Drs Menato
and Montesanto, who have observed the patient with much vi-
gilance and assiduity.

I may remark, nevertheless, that when we reflect on the gu-
sition of the patient, which must render almost impracticable
any deception for so long a period ; and, on the other hand,
the serious responsibility of the attendants in such circum-
stances under an Austrian government, we must unite with
Sir William Money in thinking that any attempt to impose in
this case must be quite impossible.

Besides, the truth of Dr Montesanto’s Reports to the Royal
Academy of Padua has never been doubted by the members
of that Institution, many of whom, individuals of intelligence
and science, have frequently examined the patient. Nor have
even the local authorities called in question the accuracy of
these facts, which have been unreservedly Jaid before them.

In closing this communication, I should now make some
observations on the singular phenomena here %resented to our
notice ; but the length to w ich this paper has already un-
avoidably extended will oblige me to postpone any remarks to
another time, when I hope 1 sbal} be able to lay further par-
ticulars of the case before the Society. ,

Printed by John Stark, Old Assembly Close.










