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2 POPULAR MEDICAL ERRORS.

itself of noting down the common ideas enter-
tained on many of the subjects with a view
to inquiring how far they may be deserving of
credit. It could not well escape me that many
doctrines, which had long been regarded as
vulgar errors, have again been received into
favour, or have been found to contain the germs
of valuable discoveries.

There could not indeed be a more striking in-
stance of this than the introduction of the vae-
cine inoculation. Dr, Baron states that whilst
Jenner was a young man, engaged in pursuing
his professional education at the house of his
master at Sodbury, a young countrywoman ap-
plied for advice. The subject of the small-pox
was casually mentioned in her presence, when
she immediately remarked, “ I cannot take that
disease, for I have had the cow-pox.”* Now
1t was a popular notion in the district that those
who had been the subjects of the cow-pox were
not liable to the small-pox. The idea, ridicu-
lous as it might seem to superficial thinkers, en-
gaged the attention of Jenner, and he set him-
self about inquiring into the truth of the

¥ See Baron's Life of Jenner, vol. i. p. 122.
























10 POPULAR MEDICAL ERRORS.

should be taken at particular periods of the
year, especially in the spring. Every practi-
tioner will occasionally be consulted on this
subject, and very often a great disposition is
shown by medical men to fall in with popular
views. Many a poor child has been condemned
to a pot of brimstone and treacle merely because
it was the spring-time. I imagine parents are
not always ready to carry out these views in
their own cases. Hippocrates advocates such a
system in his 47th aphorism, section vi. ¢ If
bleeding or purging be requisite,” says he,
““spring is the most convenient time for either.”
He repeats the same idea in other places.
There was a great deal of importance attached
to seasons in the treatment of diseases by the
old medical authorities; but we find very
little on this subject in our best modern works.
For my part I don’t see why we should take
physic unless we are ill. The public have very
curious, and, I should think, very ill-defined
ideas of cooling physie, and of medicines for
purifying the blood. That the ancients set
considerable importance on seasons, will appear
from the most easual inspection of their works,
Thus Zitius, in his directions for the cure of












14 POPULAR MEDICAL ERRORS.

parent part of the eye when the vision has
been previously impaired by disease. Dr. Wat-
son mentions this subject in his valuable lec-
tures on the Practice of Physic.* ¢ You are
aware,” says he, “ of the vulgar notion that to
a jaundiced eye all things appear yellow. It is
an old notion, for we find it expressed by Lu-
cretius — ¢ Lurida praterea fiunt quacunque
tuentur Arquati” Heberden was disposed to
regard this as a mere poetical fiction, but
certainly it i1s sometimes, though very rarely
indeed, a fact.” He goes on to say that he has
been assured by a medical man of his own
acquaintance that objects appeared coloured to
him in his own experience of the complaint;
also that Dr. Mason Good saw things yellow
when he was jaundiced. Dr. Elliotson also
relates one or two cases. In 1826 he had a
case in St. Thomas’s Hospital, where there was
a slight opacity of the transparent part of one
eye, through which ran two large vessels, and
with this eye the patient saw yellow ; but with
the other eye he saw things of their natural

* Watson's Lectures on the Principles and Practice of
Medicine, vol. ii, p. 524.












18 POPULAR MEDICAL ERRORS.

matic people do die in the end consumptive.
Supposing, indeed, that a few asthmatic people
are found after death to have had tubercles in
the lungs, 1t is scarcely logieal to infer that the
consumption would have been more rapidly de-
veloped if the asthma had not existed. Because
those who have asthma in its most marked form
do not necessarily become consumptive, is no
proof that the asthma prevents consumption.
I think the great bulk of consumptive people
would be found free from gout; but are we
therefore to try to induce gout in order to
prevent consumption? My own idea of this
opinion about asthma curing consumption, is
not only that it is an error, but that it is one
calculated to do much mischief, There is also
a notion that an ague cures consumption. This
18 equally ridiculous. There are, in fact, many
cases of consumption in the aguish districts.
The ague has indeed been often reputed as a
curative agent. An attack of the ague may
probably have put a stop to some nervous and
other complaints, Dr. Elliotson states, * that
#gue has been thought so capital a thing, that
some writers contend it never should be eure a®
and a proverb once prevailed, that
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There is nothing really bad or malignant, as it
is called, in the elevation, but it is rather indi-
cative of a complete and rapid repair. There
are, it is true, complaints which are attended
with what are named malignant fungous
growths; but they are happily very rare, and
quite unconnected with the healing of common
sores. I shall not dwell, however, upon the
latter, as it would carry me on to the descrip-
tion of a disease which is out of my present
province, and would only be tedious or unin-
telligible to mon-professional persons. It is
perhaps, after all, almost a pity to disabuse the
public mind of the idea of proud flesh; for it is
friendly to the doctors, and may tend to induce
the people to have their sores better looked
after.

BROKE A BLOOD-VESSEL,

The phrase “broke a blood-vessel ” is very
common; and I imagine that it is commonly
supposed, in the case of spitting of blood, that
a large blood-vessel has given way in the lungs.
Blood-vessels do sometimes become diseased,
and give way; but in the great number of in-
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corns had no roots, but he went on (by inad-
vertence, I suppose) to add that there were no
such things as corns, and concluded by a list of
charges for removing them! When a part is a
good deal exposed to pressure, the cuticle be-
comes hardened, just as it will at the ends of
the fingers in those who play on the violin;
besides this, the papille of the subjacent true
skin become enlarged, and give the appearance
of roots when a section of a corn is made.
This is all the mystery. So that, let us cut as
deep as we will, if we continue to wear tight
boots and shoes, the corns will speedily reappear.
The kind of shoes which ladies are in the habit
of wearing, which merely cover the toes, and
therefore make all the pressure bear on that part,
are exceedingly objectionable, especially where
the shoes are pointed, and the leather strong.

HYDROPHOBIA.

The notion that hydrophobic patients bite
those around them, and thus communicate the
disease, is a popular error which I should think
scarcely needs contradiction. However, it
seems that the idea appeared worthy of contra-
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accustomed to take spirituous liquors to excess,
and who took little nourishment, sat down one
evening to sleep in her chair, and was found
consumed in the morning, so that no part of
her was found except the skull and the extreme
joints of her fingers; all the rest of her body
was reduced to ashes.”® One case is related
of a Madame de Boiseon, who was found by
her maid on fire one day after she had left her
for a few moments. Water was brought and
thrown on her, but it only seemed to make the
fire rage more and more. Finally, she was
burnt to a skeleton in her chair, which, by the
by, was only a little scorched. These cases, I
think, will suffice; many more might be ad-
duced, but they all seem to be of the same
kind. I think it would require very good
evidence to make one credit them.

That combustion of the human body can arise
spontaneously, as the term implies, does not, I
think, find many partisans at the present time;
but as in most of the cases recorded there seems
reason to believe that the patient was placed in
circumstances in which he might catch fire from

* Beck's Medical Jurisprudence, p. 523,
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thoric habit, who drink large quantities of malt
liquor, may so gorge the lungs with blood, that
an increased secretion of mucus (the so-called
phlegm) may arise; but I think that such a re-
sult is very little likely to have its origin in a
milk diet. Still people will affirm that milk
does not agree with them, and I would not
undertake to say that such is not the case. I
only wish to state that the objection which is
commonly made to milk in coughs does not
seem to me to deserve credit.

VACCINATION.

It is a common belief that there is a risk of
intreducing with the vaccine virus the diseases,
or even constitutional tendencies, of the infant
from whom the virus is taken. On this account
mothers are very particular that the matter be
got from a good source, and some will even in-
sist upon seeing the child themselves. If it
were really the case that the vaccine virus com-
municated more than the cow-pox, it might be
found a valuable means of communicating vigo-
rous constitutional powers to sickly children, and
would even be more valuable in this way than
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which are more likely to mar than make us.
Be assured it is very seldom indeed that medi-
cal men make use of untried means on their
patients, and that there is very little fear of
being made the subject of ingenious philosophi-
cal experiments.

DISGUSTING ARTICLES IN MEDICINE.

Many persons, especially amongst the hum-
bler classes, have an idea that articles of a
disgusting nature, such as dead men’s bones,
are used in the composition of medicines. At
the present day this is certainly not the case;
but it would appear from the older writings
that plans of treatment of a very repulsive and
disagreeable nature were actually employed.
Many of these were happily in the form of
outward applications, or used as charms, but
have no doubt given origin to the ideas which
prevail on this subject. Dorlase, in his book
of ¢ Notable Things,” observes that ¢ a halter
wherewith any one has been hanged, if tied
about the head, will cure the headache. Moss
growing upon a human skull, if dried and pow-
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For stopping hemorrhages all sorts of disgust-
ing things were used. That very amusing and
valuable writer, John DBell, says, ¢ they tied
live toads behind the ears, or under the arm-
pits, or to the soles of the feet, or held them in
the hand till they grew warm. Some imagined,”
he continues, “ that they operated by causing
fear and horror, but all believed their effects to
be very singular; and Michael Mercatus says
that this effect of toads is a truth, which any
person willing to take the trouble may satisfy
himself of by a very simple experiment; for
if you hang the toad round a cock’s neck for a
day or so, you may then cut off' his head, and
the neck will not bleed a single drop.”* These
particulars are sufficient to show that the old
modes of treatment were not the most pleasant
that can be conceived. No similar practices
are, however, now employed; and the idea
that all kinds of disgusting things enter into
the composition of medicines is altogether with-
out foundation. We have only, indeed, to
consider how much easier and cheaper it is for
those engaged in the practice of medicine to

* Bell's Surgery, vol. i. p. 204.
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the most painful part of an amputation; and
before the answer could be well given, the
querist has declared his own conviction, that
the act of sawing through the bone, or at any
rate cutting through the marrow, must be the
critical point. Now this does not appear to
be by any means the case; and on thinking
upon the subject, it seems to me that the idea
arises simply from the word marrow being sug-
gestive of great sensibility, and, as it were, the
essence of all that is profound. But the mar-
row 1s merely the oily matter contained in the
bones, and must in itself be devoid of sensa-
tion. In one application of the word it is
true; it has reference to an important part, as
in the expression ¢ spinal marrow :” but this
use of the word, though sanctioned by medical
men, is altogether incorrect, and arose in error.
What is called the spinal marrow is not mar-
row at all, but a part of the nervous system,
which is continuous with the brain.

In speaking of surgical operations, I may
mention it as a common idea that surgeons
arc in the habit of adopting means of deaden-
ing pain before they undertake an operation.
Before, however, the recent employment of
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cation of leeches. They will say — ¢ It is very
well, doctor, that I have been bled, for the
blood was very bad—as black as your hat.”
The leech-women generally maintain similar
views, and the practitioner is perhaps pleased
to find a new argument adduced in favour of
the steps which he has taken in having his
patient bled. Of course there is a real pecu-
liarity in the blood removed from different
patients ; but the profession are mnot in the
habit, and indeed not capable, of judging in
this summary manner by the darkness or light-
ness of the colour.

The blood removed by leeches has generally
the aspect of venous blood; being principally
from the minute vessels which form the ex-
treme ramifications of the arteries and veins,
and which carry blood of a dark and venous
character.

Whilst on the subject of bloodletting, I may
mention a fear which exists, that when bleeding
has been once performed, it will be requisite
to have it repeated periodically. If the neces-
sity for bloodletting have arisen from ecauses
which are likely to be permanent, it is true that
1t may again be necessary to have recurrence to
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render them peculiarly applicable to one or
other condition; but conventionally there is a
great difference, disease being mostly applied
to actual structural changes in the organ, and
disorder to mere disturbances or functional de-
rangements (that is, derangements in the office
or function of the part); but this is never
known or attended to by the public, and hence
very many mistakes.

The term affected of course may mean some-
thing or nothing. A person in the last stage
of consumption has his lungs affected, but so
also has every one who has the most trifling
cough. Take the common dictionary meaning
of the term, and it will do very well for its ap-
plication to disease—there is nothing different
in its appropriation to medical subjects.

FIRE GOT OUT OF BURNS.

I never properly knew what people wish us
to understand when they say that © the fire is
not got out of burns.” I really imagine some
people suppose the fire to have actually entered
the part, and to be inside it. This view of
course is so absurd, that I will not insult the
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death soon following this entire demolition of
the pulmonary tissue. The public are, how-
ever, by no means content to restrict the term
to these fata examples: a patient will tell us,
with all the confidence in the world, that Dr.
So-and-So has assured him that one of his
lungs is entirely gone; or will tell us that a
friend of his had one of his lungs quite * gone”
(they like this word gone), but set out for the
Madeiras, and now is as well as he ever was in
his life. Such cases are of course quite untrue.
I cannot imagine myself that consumption ever
goes on to any great extent in one lung without
affecting the other; and certainly if it arrived
at a point of complete disorganisation of one
lung, the patient could not survive. One lung
may undoubtedly be greatly condensed by pleu-
ritic effusion (altogether, however, unconnected
with consumption), and even the side of the
chest be contracted, without causing a fatal
result ; but this is not what is meant by the
lung being gone, and does not even depend
on any disease at all going on in the lung
itself.

I think, with respect to this idea of the lung
being gone, the profession is itself to blame —
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can be imparted to water in this manner I can-
not divine, nor indeed how anybody could anti-
cipate good from such a system of proceeding. I
remember seeing once in a book of jokes a re-
ceipt for making soup from pebbles. You were
to put the pebbles into some clean boiling water,
and whilst stirring it up, add various savoury
articles, and at length a very good pot there
would be. But the cinder tea is no such thing:
it is to all intents and purposes cinder tea. I
have heard of a French cook who could make
an excellent ragofit of “de small toot-comb.”
The cinder tea would require such a cook to

prepare it.
MIDWIFERY.

Great importance is attached by the public to
particular days and periods. Now there 1s, in
reality, a curious law of periodicity in the animal
world, but the public have not always been
happy in hitting upon the real examples, and
greatly overdo the point of fact. The ninth
day of a confinement 1s well known to be con-
sidered a most important day. The lady may
live as she likes on the eighth ; but on the ninth,
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friend dislocated his neck, than some skilful
fellow stepped forward, and putting one leg on
each of his shoulders, set to work, and presently
pulled it in again; after which the poor fellow
mounted, and rode away as if nothing had
happened. Withall due deference to our sport-
ing friends, these stories are altogether fabrica-
tions. A real dislocation of the neck would be
immediately fatal. I once told a person so;
but he cut me short by saying he had seen the
thing himself. ¢ The neck was all awry, but a
good pull set it to rights.” There 1s no reason-
ing against such philosophers, and therefore it
is better to attack them in print.

OPERATIONS ON THE EYES.

The same kind of people will tell you, they
have been present at surgical operations, where
the eyes have been cut out, and afterwards
replaced, as if nothing had happened. It
ie not always easy for a professional man to
know how to answer such people. It would
be a bore to both parties to enter into a serious
refutation of the subject. I may again state
that many of the things which I relate as
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undertaken with a view of destroying the power
of Spain in the New World. As he was obliged
to sail sooner than he expected, many of the
crew which he took out were invalids, some
having cicatrices, and others having previously
had fractured bones. In his passage round
Cape Horn he encountered very severe weather ;
many ships were obliged to return; some were
lost; and the crews of those which succeeded
in getting at last to the Isle of Juan Fernandez
suffered great hardships. In doubling Cape
Horn the crew suffered severely from attacks
of the scurvy: and it was remarked by the
clergyman, who was an observing man, though
he knew nothing of our profession, that the
men who had ulcers before were invariably
attacked with ulceration in the same parts, and
that 1f their bones had been formerly fractured,
they became disunited. . . . . There cannot,”
continues he, “be a better example than this
for the purpose of showing the readiness with
which newly-formed parts ulcerate, as com-

pared with the original structures of the
bod},"?*

* Lectures on the Principles and Practice of Surgery,
p. 58. 1830.
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have also phrases which would seem to imply
that lightness was the concomitant of gentleness.
How often we are admonished by the poets to
tread lightly on the ashes of the dead!

MOTHER’S MARKS.

Of what are called “ mother’s marks,” I may
say a word or two. Evervbody has heard of
strawberries and cherries being represented on
children’s heads and backs, and people pretend
that these appearances alter according to the
season of the year, as the fruit may or may not
be ripe. The question as to the origin of these
marks appears at one time to have given rise to
rather a warm controversy. A Dr. Samuel
Turner, in the eighteenth century, published
a work on diseases of the skin, in which there
was a dissertation on these congenital marks
contained in the twelfth chapter, and in which
he attributed them to the influence of the mo-
ther’s imagination. In answer to this part of
the work, an anonymous publication appeared
denouncing the idea as a vulgar error. How-
ever, Dr. Turner discovered the work to be
written by a Dr. James Augustus Blondel, and
looking upon the reply as a direct attack upon
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L

OF THE LOCK-JTAW,

Many people entertain a very singular idea
of the complaint called lock-jaw. It is, I think,
often supposed that the disease consists alone
n the forcible closure of the jaw, and that the
patient, being unable to get sustenance, dies
from inanition. Some of these people, who
consider themselves a little more ingenious than
their neighbours, will suggest to you the ex-
traction of a tooth as a remedy, which, they
think, may not have presented itself to others.
In reality, the stiffened state of the muscles of
the jaw is only a part of a general condition of
spasm, the origin of which is ill understood,
notwithstanding the great attention which has
been devoted to the subject, and the ability
which has been directed to it. The body is
sometimes bent back like a bow in a most
frightful manner, and the hands and feet dread-
fully distorted. As the complaint first shows
itself about the muscles of the jaw, it may
have acquired the name from this eircum-
stance.

Some non-professional people mistake dislo-
cation of the jaw for lock-jaw. When the jaw
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warmth; it is looked upon as a sort of remedy
in itself. In the same way as you would apply
a blister, or an ointment, or lotion, so you use
the red flannel. But though the red flannel is
so generally confided in by the poor, in this,
as in many other instances, I have in vain
sought from any of its supporters to obtain any
precise idea of its modus operandi. The efficacy
of red flannel must then be conceded, I suppose,
as an ultimate fact, which is to be granted, and
not reasoned upon.

It would be altogether profane to ask whether
the virtue depends on the coarseness of its tex-
ture, or upon its colour, or some properties
imagined to reside in the dye. People do not
say,  Shall I use coarse flannel ?” or ¢ Shall I
keep the part well wrapped up in many folds
of flannel ?” but ¢ Shall I use red flannel ?”

MUSSELS,

Mussels, 1t 18 well known, sometimes produce
nettle-rash, and other unpleasant symptoms; so
that it is common to say people are musseled.
We often hear it stated that this depends upon
a certain part of the mussel, and that when
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than I think is generally conceived by non-pro-
fessional people. The breast-bone is the bone
with which the ribs are articulated at the front
of the chest, and immediately behind the breast-
bone lies the heart surrounded of course by its
proper coverings. [ have known people ima-
gine the stomach to be immediately at the
termination of the windpipe, because the feel-
ings of indigestion are often referred to this
point. In respect to the heart, the term ossifi-
cation, applied to disease of the heart, 1s gene-
rally but imperfectly understood. There are
people who think the heart is literally and com-
pletely changed into bone. A person would,
however, die long before such a change could be
brought about. There are, however, some very
extrac?rdinary cases related by Corvisart, Burns,
Haller, and others, in which large portions of
the heart were replaced by ossific deposits. In
general, however, when ossification of the heart
is spoken of, it is merely meant that the valves
of the heart are impeded in their action by os-
sific deposits, and instead of falling in a manner
to close the orifices over which they are situated,
remain to a certain extent patulous.

Amongst this class of anatomical errors is
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plied to those little nervous twitchings which
we occasionally see during sleep. An infant
will have its mouth drawn up intoa sort of
smile, and the eyelids will be scarcely properly
closed. The nurses will shake their head, and
tell the anxious parent that 1t 1s suffering
from inward fits. 1 do not like the term, for
I think it is calculated to produce a sort of
alarm which is not always justified by the
case.

MEANS OF PREVENTING CONTAGION.

I think 1t 1s often supposed that medical men
are in the habit of carrying about them some
drug which has a protective influence against
the operation of contagion. If this were the
case, 1t would be proper that it should be
made generally known. 1 remember, when 1
was very young, having a little bag of camphor
stitched in my dress, to prevent fever during
the time that 1t was prevalent. Some people will
suppose that smoking is desirable. 1 have
known ladies put lavender in their handkerchiefs
if they thought they were going to run any
risk. Most of the remedies used are of this
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found to buy them. The more ridiculous a
remedy is, the better it often takes. However,
medical men do not attach importance to these
portable remedies, at least to those which operate
merely in giving out an odour without exer-
cising any chemical influence on the atmosphere.
I am not now alluding to such as the chloride
of lime, which is to be kept in the house. The
subject of the prevention of contagion is much
too vast and important to admit of cursory re-
mark, and I shall content myself, therefore,
with denying that medical men are in the habit
of carrying about their persons remedies to
prevent contagion.

OF BILE.

Just as I stated that the public use the word
scurvy as a general term for diseases of the
skin, so it 18 common to use the epithet dilious
for a number of distinet affections. A person
1s in the habit of putting his stomach out of
order, and declaring that he is very bilious; or
another shall lay the flattering unction to his
soul that some serious structural disease is all
attributable to the bile. There is one common


















76 POPULAR MEDICAL ERRORS.

?

just between twelve and one, €’en at turning o
the tide: for after, I saw him fumble with the
sheets, and play with flowers, and smile upon
his fingers’ ends, I knew there was but one
way ; for his nose was as sharp as a pen, and ’a
babbled of green fields.” It is at least a fine
and poetical idea, that the retreat of the ocean
carries back with it the departing spirit to its
final resting-place—to the distant shores where
the golden clouds of heaven mingle with the
alorious deep. With such an idea, the fisher-
man, as he watches over his dying child, would
listen with secret awe to the distant roar of
the retiring waters.

THAT A MAN HAS A RIB LESS THAN A WOMAN.

I should scarcely have imagined that this
error could be seriously entertained, had I not
been once or twice actually questioned on the
subject. The absurdity of such an opinion is
so easily demonstrated by inspection of the
skeleton, that controversy cannot arise. What-
ever Adam’s condition may have been, our fair
partners do not now exist at the expense of
our ribs. They steal our hearts, it is true,
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pear to be seeking only for the marvellous. 1
may say generally, however, that while yet at
an early age, he displayed the most extra-
ordinary industry and research, as well as the
most brilliant talents; yet he reached a very
considerable age.

EYE OF LUNATICS.

There is altogether an extravagant notion
about the appearance of lunatics. Some people
imagine that an insane man can be detected at
once by the appearance of the eye, and feel a
sort of disappointment in going through asy-
lums to see the inmates looking like other
people. I believe there are persons sufficiently
romantic to suppose that all insane women are
beautiful. Like Sterne’s Maria, they expect
to see them in white, with long dishevelled
hair, and perchance a goat, attached by a silken
cord, sitting at their sides. I have seen many
hundreds of insane women, but only one who
had any pretensions to good looks, and she
was indeed a kind of Maria, whose infirmity
of mind seemed only more pitiable from the












82 TOPULAR MEDICAL ERRORS.

ever, the case in reality: the protrusion of the
shoulder-blade being the result of a curvature
of the spine, which so alters the position of the
ribs as to cause the jutting-out of the shoulder-
blade. The spine, therefore, and mnot the
shoulder, should be the object of solicitude in
such cases. This, I have no doubt, is well
known to most educated persons, but still just
worthy of mention in connection with the cor-
rection of these popular errors; for occasionally
we meet with quacks who recommend iron
plates to press back the bone, and which only
bear upon some part of the distempered spine,
which is not calculated for such injurious
machinery.

HEALING MEDICINE.

Many medicines are said to be what is called
healing. Frequently we are asked whether such
and such a medicine be not very healing to the
stomach and bowels. Spermaceti was formerly
considered as one of this class of medicines, and
the spermaceti draught was a favourite remedy
in old times with obstetric practitioners,*

* See Ramsbotham, p. 188, “Practice of Obstetric
Medicine.”
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into the opposite extreme, which in its turn is
mischievous. The believers in physic are
sometimes not content with a general acqui-
escence in the virtues of drugs, but suppose
that the medicine finds its way at once to the
particular seat of the disorder — what the
chemists would call a sort of elective affinity
between the physic and the diseased organ.
« Doctor, I feel it working at the complaint.
My arm certainly hurts me a good deal more
to-night, but I suppose it is the medicine which
is ¢ finding out the disease!’” The doctor who
supports such a view deserves finding out him-
self. Medicines have undoubtedly more or less
influence on particular organs of the body, or
at least different organs have different capabili-
ties of eliminating medicines from the body ;
but to suppose that a medicine pursues a disease
as a cat runs after a mouse is more amusing
than true. 'T'he patient will often tell you,
however, that since he has taken his physic, the
disease has evidently quitted its old quarters,
and is beating a kind of retreat under cover,
perhaps, of some artillery of pain.

A propos of faith in medicine, I may men-
tion some curious letters which are preserved
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asked pressingly if it were possible that he
could live? On being answered tenderly, but
not in a way calculated to deceive, that it was
probable he might not, he dictated most affec-
tionate communications to his friends abroad,
recollected some claims upon his purse, ¢ set his
house in order,” and died the following night.”*
This appearance of a favourable change, Sir
Henry Halford ingeniously ascribes to the
failure of strength, and the consequent ¢ miti-
oated influence of the action of the heart upon
the brain.”

The restoration of intellect immediately be-
fore death, or even the quiet and thoughtful
exercise of the mind which sometimes precedes
dissolution, seem in the excited state in which
we usually contemplate them, as almost given
for prophetic purposes. Sir Henry Halford
brings forward much classical matter to show
that the ancients regarded in this light the
words of the dying. These I shall pass over;
but I may just mention two quotations which
he makes from Shakspeare, and which will be
perhaps more readily intelligible than many of

* Essays and Orations,
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the digestive organs, the benefit is not worth
the price paid for it; and no medical man
would ever advise the use of such a r:amed}r.”
Somewhat similar is the administration of gin
to stop the growth; and I think a like explan-
ation may be given of its action, if in reality
it have any.

Dr. Chambers does, however, mention one
remedy, which, along with exercise and regimen,
he thinks might be serviceable in excessive cor-
pulency, namely, a solution of potass (liguor
potasse). He supposes that this would unite
with the fat, so as to form a kind of sapona-
ceous compound. Sir Benjamin Brodie has
recommended the same medicine for fatty tu-
mours. I must content myself, however, with
denying the efficacy of vinegar, and leave the
more strictly medical questions for decision in
individual cases.

SLOW TOISONS.

The subject of slow poisoning is one with
respect to which there has been considerable
superstition.  Beck tells us that in Italy it was
formerly believed that poisons were invented for
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think, by the French the Poudres de Succession,
and for a very obvious reason. A great deal,
however, which we read about the slow poisons
1s exaggerated, or altogether erroneous, espe-
cially what relates to their determining death
at remote but precise periods. It is probable
that many of these stories have originated in
the then prevailing doctrines of anathemas and

witcheraft.

SHINGLES.

The term shingles is one in common use. It
appears to be a corruption of the Latin word
cingula, which means a girdle. This complaint
(the shingles) consists in a vesicular eruption,
which breaks out generally about the waist,
and, I believe, mostly on the right side. The
spots come out in clusters, so as in time to form
a kind of half belt ; and there is a vulgar error,
that if the eruption completes the circle, it is
fatal. In Bailey’s Dictionary, under the name
Shingles, the writer gives the following defini-
tion:—¢ A disease: a spreading inflammation
about the waist, which kills the patient if it gets
quite round.” Fortunately this is not the case;
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use. Many parents who are averse to the em-
ployment of professed anodyne medicines for
infants, still think that there can be no harm 1n
soothing the gums with what they consider
merely topical applications. It would be well,
however, for such persons to bear in mind that
the gums and mouths of children, at a very early
age, present active absorbent surfaces, and that
medicines rubbed on such parts must either be
totally useless or highly prejudicial. I have
heard it said by mothers of considerable obser-
vation and experience that the use of some of
these quack medicines in the nursery is of great
utility, I am far from denying that anodynes
may be occasionally useful; but they should
never be given at the discretion of any but pro-
perly educated medical men, and only in those
cases in which it seems that they cannot be dis-

pensed with.

MONOMANIA.

The public, and, I rather think, some medieal
men also, have what appear to me to be erro-
neous notions respecting monomania. Mono-
mania, as the word implies, is madness on one
particular subject ; and it is often thought that
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It must be owned that a lunatic will often
manifest his insanity principally, or even solely,
upon one topic; but I think it will be found
that the subject in question is the one in which
he is chiefly interested, and that if we could
succeed in diverting his mind from it, the in-
sanity would show itself on the next topic
which interested him. It is mot, in point of
fact, the dwelling on the individual topic or
single subject which constitutes the disease, but
the habit of the mind to dwell morbidly on
whatever interests it the most.  If you convinece
a man who fancies himself a tea-urn that he is
altogether under a misapprehension, he will
probably tell you on your next visit that he
finds you are quite right in what you said: he
knows now that he is not a tea-urn, but a
sugar-basin, and will be obliged to you to keep
-at a respectful distance, lest you break him
into a hundred pieces.

It is true that patients may continue saying
the same thing for years; but this is only the
pertinacious manifestation of a wrong bias of
mind, which bias is capable of showing itself in
divers forms. Pinel mentions cases where a
dominant idea has lasted twenty or thirty years.
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try the experiment. He would turn it to the
sun, and sit towards it; then he had his fox-
tails to chase away and massacre all the flies
and bees that were to be found there, and then
shut his chasses. Now this experiment was
only to be tried in warm weather, and some
flies would lie so close in the erannies and the
cloth with which the place was hung, that they
would not presently show themselves. A
quarter of an hour after, perhaps, a fly, or two,
or more, might be drawn out of the lurking-
holes by the warmth, and then he would cry
out, * Do you not see it is evident that these
come from me?’ ’Twas the strangest sort of
madness that ever T found in any one. Talk
of anything else, his discourse would be very
ingenious and pleasant.” The writer goes on
to say — ¢ e married his old sweetheart, Mis-
tress Daynell, a comely and discreet lady”—
which is certainly a good ending of the story.*

COMPOUND FRACTURE.

Medical men speak of fractures as simple and
compound; and a common misunderstanding

* Quoted from the Memorials of London.,
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and it has been customary to divide it with a
pair of scissors—an operation, however, which
requires some care, as there are blood-vessels
in the neighbourhood which have to be avoided
(the lingual arteries). It is said by Professor
Burns, who is an authority on subjects of this
nature, that ¢ he has not seen two children in
all his practice who really required the opera-
tion.” In cases where a child is able to suck,
the operation does not appear to be necessary.
A late surgeon of Manchester, who, by the
way, was a man of great information and ex-
tensive experience, was in the habit of amusing
himself with the fears of nurses in this respect.
When a child was brought to him with the.
professed intention of having the bridle of its
tongue cut, he would smilingly ask whether it
was a female infant. ¢ Oh,” he would say, in
case of an affirmative reply,  take your child
away; 1 wont have anything to do with it.
A woman who does not talk will be precious
ndeed !” Notwithstanding the pleasantry of
this eminent surgeon, I am sure he would have
been as sorry as any of us to have lost the sweet
accents of woman’s voice. As the poet says—

“Our first small words are taught us by her lips."
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I think, however, there is a good deal of exag-
geration in this idea; at any rate with respect
to the thumb in particular. "When we consider
how often the thumb must be wounded from its
opposing the fingers in every-day operations,
there must be a very large amount of such
wounds not followed by lock-jaw. The ques-
tion will be best determined by hospital statis-
tics; but it may be well, as far as possible, to
relieve popular fears as to the frequency of lock-
Jaw from slight injuries to the thumb.

DROWNING.

There is an idea entertained by some people
that drowning depends on the entrance of water
into the body, and hence a barbarous practice
of hanging up a person by the heels to remove
the water. Now drowning depends on the ex-
clusion of air from the lungs, and death does not
arise from the admission of water, but simply
from the mechanical prevention of the access of
air.  The upper part of the windpipe, which is
called the glottis, is thrown into a spasmodic
action by the intrusion of any foreign body, so
that very little, if any water, gets into the lungs.
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knife which had inflicted the wound ; nor durst
the surgeon venture to unite the wound m a
simple manner, without pretending that he had
brought about the cure by some sympathetic, or,
as it was called, * philosophical” remedy. We
may judge, as Bell says¥*, of the barbarity of
the older surgeons by the “ continual protesta-
tions of La Motte and other good surgeons, of
their never having, for the sake of gain, used
any tents or injections to protract a cure” A
simple incised wound does not, then, require
any other treatment than that of bringing the
separated edges into contact, unless, indeed, it
be necessary to tie the extremities of bleeding
vessels, in order to arrest the hemorrhage. It
is not, however, here implied that no benefit is
to be derived from local applications to sores.
On the contrary, it may be distinetly stated
that the greatest good will arise from the use
of medicinal applications to indolent sores or
spreading ulcers. The object is merely to de-
precate the practice of interfering with recently
incised wounds by the application of spirituous
preparations, which are sold to benefit the

* Vol. 1. p. 18.
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but by the use which is there made of it; and
if the stomach is not in a proper state for the
digestion of food, it must be very apparent that,
instead of gaining strength by eating, we only
augment disease. The dread of weakness from
want of food is perhaps a particularly English
dread.  He takes nothing, doctor ; he has not
tasted these three days,” is the constant lan-
guage of the sick-room.

Along with this dread of weakness may be
mentioned a somewhat curious way people have
of referring different ailments to weakness,
which have little or no connection with it. I
have known positive pain more than once en-
tirely referred to weakness. It is true that
neuralgic pains are oftentimes directly bene-
fited by tomic treatment; but the cases to
which I allude do not fall under this category.
Patients say, “ 1 have a pain here, doctor;
but I suppose it’s only weakness?” This is
absolutely the phrase used, and is often both
unmeaning in itself and mischievous in its
tendency. These local weaknesses are gene-
rally anything but weaknesses. The term,
however, like cold, is so convenient as a general
term, that it will not be readily abandoned.
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ingenious in conjecturing the true cause. Some-
times fanciful people take it into their heads -
that they have been cured too quickly of some
disease which they formerly suffered from, and
imagine that a part of the complaint has been,
as it were, left behind. It is quite possible
that a course of medicine may be given up too
soon, but in general there is little fear of being
cured too quickly.

DISEASE FALLING.

It 1s common to speak of diseases falling and
setthing on parts, and it used to be literally
supposed that they dropped down just as an
apple would fall from a tree. This notion is
in a great measure abandoned, but not entirely.
People still like to fancy that their complaints
are falling lower and lower. The idea seems
to chime in well with popular feeling. A
patient pleases himself in thinking that his
complaint is about to pass out at the ends of
his toe-nails. There is one complaint which
does indeed seem to give some countenance to
this opinion, and that is the gout. The gout
is named from a supposed dropping of disease
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sician of Manchester, who was a great advocate
for the cod liver oil, told me in conversation,
that when he found all other arguments fail
to overcome the repugnance of the ladies to
take his favourite remedy, he assured them
that it would improve their complexions; and
in this way he invariably succeeded.

OBJECTIONS TO MERCURY. i

Calomel is a preparation of mercury, which
modern chemists have called the protochloride.
Its efficacy as a common purgative is well
known ; but it is also found of great value when
given in such doses, or in such combinations, as
to act on the system in a more general, and
what 1s called specific, manner. In this latter
mode of administration, its eminent utility
renders it largely employed, notwithstanding
certain unpleasant results with which it is at-
tended. Amongst these results, the effects of
mercury in stimulating the salivary glands
and in rendering the gums sore or loosening
the teeth, have become subjects of general
remark and apprehension. It is true mercu-
rials have been used in many cases where they
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again restored, and this amendment can always
be safely relied on. May we not then presume
that mercury is also useful where its operation
on the inflammatory action is less under the
influence of our observation ?

APOPLEXY AND EPILEPSY.

Some words are so similar that it would be
a matter of surprise if mistakes did not occur
between them. I have heard people speak of
taking camomile pills when they wished to say
calomel pills. In the same manner, epilepsy
and apoplexy are frequently confounded, or a
new word compounded between them denoting
a discase, not, as Byron says,  half epileptical
and half hysterical,” but half apoplectical and
half epileptical. Now epilepsy is a convulsion
which is important indeed in itself, but far less
serious than apoplexy. It constitutes that
more common species of fit with which we oc-
casionally see people attacked in the street,
who fall down and are dreadfully convulsed,
but after a time recover, and are much the
same as they were before the invasion. On
the other hand, apoplexy is a very different
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covers from a real attack of apoplexy finds
himself palsied on one side of the body.—I
should not have thought it necessary to have
drawn a distinction between words which are
so commonly used, did I not know that they
are often confounded, and had I not often been
asked to explain the difference.

QUICKENING.

There is one error which I may, and perhaps
ought to, allude to, because it is connected ob-
viously with important practical results. I
refer to the meaning of the word gquickening.
At a particular period of pregnancy, the mo-
tions of the child become perceptible to the
mother. At this period, it was formerly thought
that the child first received the living principle,
and it was consequently said to guicken. Be-
fore this time, I suppose, it was considered to
have no individual existence. The error is still
a matter of popular belief, since our law re-
cognised it until very lately. It was only a
matter of transportation to cause abortion be-
fore the period of quickening, but after that
time it was a capital offence. It is proper that
it should be generally known, that the infant is
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spect to purgatives is of considerable antiquity.
Thus Sydenham says, speaking of the scarlet
fever: “ When the desquamation is complete,
and when the symptoms are departing, I con-
sider it proper to purge the patient with some
mild laxative.”* He also recommends both
bleeding and purging at the decline of small-
pox. I am far from wishing to say, that
these means are never necessary to relieve the
conditions of disease which are occasionally
induced by the eruptive fevers; but I wish
only to remove the absurd opinion, that they
should be adopted as a matter of course, irre-
spective of the state and tendencies of the
patient.  Scarlet fever is, indeed, sometimes
succeeded by a dropsical affection, in which it
is necessary to have recourse to purgatives; and
this consequence of scarlet fever will therefore
cause the impression that the morbid virus
has need to be purged from the system. The
dropsy is, however, considered to depend on
the impeded functions of the skin, and conse-
quent derangement ot the kidney, which often
follow the injudicious exposure to cold after
the complaint. I have heard people say, long

* Sydenham, p. 243. (edit. of Syd. Society.)
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In adults, also, there are many instances which
have some analogy to this state. A large pro-
portion of apoplectic cases, however, arise from
impeded states of the cerebral circulation, and
some from diseased states of the coats of the
blood-vessels ; so that the wholesale and com-
mon mode of generalising, in these instances, is
far from correct; and the so-called rushes of
blood to the brain are often stagnations of blood
in the brain. The subject, however, is perhaps
one more of professional than popular interest.

DEATH-WATCH.

Amongst the popular superstitions of a former
day, was that of the death-watch; and I un-
derstand there are still persons who are suffi-
ciently credulous to believe in it. A certain
ticking sound was supposed to betoken the ap-
proach of death. The sound in question is
produced by an insect, and has, of course, no
connexion with the events that may succeed it.
I believe this insect is not uncommon, but one
which is not readily perceived, owing to its
resemblance in colour to decayed wood. The
insect is a kind of beetle, and causes the pe-
culiar sound by striking the forepart of its
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The following is translated from the Ger-
man : —

“The young maid stole through the cottage door,
And blush'd as she sought the plant of power : —
¢ Thou silver glow-worm, O lend me thy light!
I must gather the mystic St. John's wort to-night;
The wonderful herb whose leaf will decide
If the coming year shall make me a bride.
And the glow-worm came
With its silvery flame,
And sparkled and shone
Through the night of St. John.
And soon has the young maid her love-knot tied,
With noiseless tread
To her chamber she sped,
Where the spectral moon her white beams shed : —
‘ Bloom here, bloom here, thou plant of power,
To deck the young maid in her bridal hour!’
But it droop'd its head, that plant of power,
And died the mute death of the voiceless flower;
And a withered wreath on the ground it lay,
More meet for a burial than bridal day.

“ And when a year was pass'd away,

All pale on her bier the young maid lay,
And the glow-worm came
With its silvery flame,
And sparkled and shone
Through the night of St. John,

As they closed the cold grave o'er the maid's cold
clay.” *

* Blackwood's Magazine, Jan. 1821; quoted from
Drummond'’s Botany.
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toad’s virtues. In a well-known little manual
of natural history, the writer says, speaking of
the toad, * Some old writers have believed that
its head contained a stone possessing many me-
dical as well as magical virtues; but all these
fables have been long exploded; and if it can~
not be allowed to be agreeable, it has at least
been proved to be innoxious.” Whilst on the
subject of the toad, I may perhaps be allowed
a word or two more, which I have gathered
from Mr. Pettigrew’s interesting volume on
the superstitions of medicine, that I may show
my friend that I have not been unmindful of
him. In Brand’s ¢ Popular Antiquities,” vol. 1L
p. 598., he says, “ My Aunt Freeman had a
very high opinion of a baked toad, in a silk
bag hung round the neck.” ¢ The powder of
toad ” was frequently employed as a charm
against dreams. “ Pope Adrian is reported
never to have been without it. The ingre-
dients forming his amulet were dried toad, ar-
senic, tormentil, pearl, coral, hyacinth, smarag,
and tragacanth. —A propos of coral, the plan of
using coral necklaces, no doubt, had its origin in
these charms.  Livinus Lemnius says, ¢ Corall
bound to the neck takes off turbulent dreams
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all know, is from ferveo, to be hot) is some-
times employed to signify a certain assemblage
of symptoms, and at others is used in a more
restricted sense to denote a particular form of
complaint. In the latter application medical
writers have coupled it with the epithet #dio-
pathic, to signify that the fever is not a mere
symptom or sign of inflammatory or other de-
rangement, but a disorder arising from a pe-
culiar and specific cause. However, the epithet
idiopathic is often omitted, and medical men
speak simply of fever when they wish to repre-
sent the specific disorder. The public are not
content with the simple term: they want to
know what kind of fever, and it is really not
casy to satisfy them. If we were to say idio-
pathic or simple fever, or continued fever, as it
‘s sometimes called, they would be dublous as
to whether we were inventing a term. They
are accustomed to phrases like scarlet fever
and typhus fever, and the simple word fever
seems incomplete, and, if connected with 1ifs
proper epithet, 1s generally misunderstood.
Whilst mentioning fever, I may state that
there is a great disposition on the part of the
public to believe that the profession possess






146 POPULAR MEDICAL ERRORS.

enough this sensation betokens the wished-for
result in many cases. Another notion, which
is perhaps made more a matter of pleasantry
than of serious consideration, is that peevishness
and ill-temper betoken convalescence. 1 am
sure your patient is getting better, doctor,”
whispers the fair lady of the house; * for he is
really very cross.” Half-measures are never
great favourites; and if half-cures were pro-
ductive of such effects, they would be the
worst of all half-measures. It is true that
downright illness generally makes people tract-
able enough ; and minor ailments render them
fretful. I have remarked that people who have
very serious losses of blood, or other extreme
occasions of danger, often become singularly
considerate and attentive. I have seen persons
on the point of death attentive to all the little
courtesies of life and most trifling ceremonies of
form. I call to mind a poor soldier who poi-
soned himself for some love affair, and was
brought to the Infirmary in Manchester. There
was something at once both affecting and ri-
diculous in his observance of little matters of
etiquette in the midst of his agony. Poor
fellow, he did not long survive his rashness!
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of professional ability. Thus a man of great
practical knowledge may appear to much dis-
advantage, if he be opposed in conversation by
an intelligent and quick person, who has only
a very superficial knowledge of science, but a
ready command of words. To say the truth,
many questions may be started in medicine,
which the best informed cannot answer; and
many replies, which are in reality satisfac-
tory, will only appear so to those who bring
to the subject a thorough understanding of its
difficulties. In ¢ Ferdinand, Count Fathom,”
which it will be remembered is one of Smol-
lett’s novels, an allusion is made to the disad-
vantageous aspect in which a professional man
may appear, in discussions with non-professional
people, in matters relating to his own particular
calling. ¢ In all disputes upon physic,” says
the writer, “ which happen between a person
who really understands the art, and an illiterate
pretender, the arguments of the first will seem
obscure and unintelligible to those who are
unacquainted with the previous systems on
which they are built; while the other’s theory
derived from common notions and superficial
observation, will be more agreeable, because



























