On the fatal cases of inhalation of chloroform ... Read at the Westminster
Med. Soc. March 31, 1849 / [John Snow].

Contributors

Snow, John, 1813-1858.
Westminster Medical Society (London, England)

Publication/Creation
Edinburgh : R. Inches, 1849.

Persistent URL

https://wellcomecollection.org/works/ynvkhxnb

License and attribution

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/
































































10 Dr Snow on the Fatal Cases

another female friend considered that the patient died at this time,
about two minutes from the commencement of the inhalation,—
the dentists thought that she lingered a little longer. Artificial
respiration was performed after a time, and galvanism was also
applied, which caused contraction of the voluntary muscles, but
had no effect on the heart. In a medical inquiry which took
place respecting this case, it was estimated that one-fourth part by
measure of what the patient inhaled, might be vapour of chloro-
form; but this is evidently an over-calculation, for there could
not be this quantity, unless the interior of the glass globe were
maintained at a temperature of 80°; however, half the amount
supposed might have caused the result.

At the post mortem examination, the blood-vessels of the head
were moderately distended ; some fuid blood mixed with air
flowed from the sinuses of the dura mater,—this air had no doubt
entered the blood-vessels during the artificial respiration. The
lungs were considerably, but not intensely, congested ; the heart
was flaceid, and all its cavities were quite empty, but its lining
membrane was stained with blood,—it had been emptied after
death, either in opening the head, or else by the artificial respira-
tion. Dr Sibson, in commenting on this case, last year, in the
Medical Gazette, stated that he had seen the heart emptied after
death, during experiments with artificial respiration in the human
subject. The blood was very fluid in this case.

The next case occurred at Hyderabad in Hindostan, in the
person of a young woman, who had the distal phalanx of one of
her fingers removed. A drachm of chloroform was put on a
handkerchief and inhaled. The patient coughed a little, and then
gave a few convulsive movements. The operation was then per-
formed, but scarcely a drop of blood flowed, and no signs of life
remained. The practitioner is inclined to think that death was
almost instantaneous; for, after the convulsive movements, the
patient was not observed to breathe or stir. There was no exami-
nation after death.

The next fatal case happened at Boulogne, in May last. The
patient was a female, aged 30 years, in good health, but she had
previously been in a state of anemia. In the first account of the
case, it was stated that only fifteen to twenty drops of chloroform
had been put on the handkerchief; but a judicial examination
of the bottle from which it had been taken, showed that from a
drachm and a quarter to two drachms had been used,—five to
eight grammes. ¢ Scarcely had the patient taken several inspira-
tions, when she tried to remove the handkerchief, and cried, I
choke.” Immediately the face became pale; the countenance
changed ; the breathing embarrassed ; and she foamed at the
month ; at the same instant (and certainly less than a minute












14 D1 Snow on the Fatal Cases

therefore pass into the mouth and nostrils by the side, instead of
going through the sponge it contained, and would consequently be
but just flavoured with the chloroform. In the next place, the
patient never exhibited any symptoms of the action of the vapour.
He was talking one moment, and showing no signs of its effects,
and the next moment his head and band dropped, and he was
dead. There was no convulsive action as in tge cases in India
and America, and that near Newcastle. No frothing at the
mouth, asin the case at Boulogne, nor any exclamation ing
the strength of the vapour, such as, * I choke ;" but, on the con-
trary, he was observing that the vapour was not strong enough
which, assuredly, he would not bave done, if there had been ,

uantity of it in the lungs capable of causing sudden deaty,
gfhe decease of this patient seems to belong to a different clygq
of deaths from those under consideration, viz. to those instangeg
in which patients have suddenly expired when an operation ywgs
about to commence,—a kind of death from which patients are
safe as soon as they become unconscious from the effects of ¢hlo-
roform. I look on Mr Badger’s case as one of syncope, through
fear of the operation or of the inhalation, concerning which he
had been led to entertain apprehensions; and I believe that the
syncope proved fatal from the fatty degeneration of the heart and
the enlargement of the liver, which greatly encroached on the
space of the thorax.

The death of a medical gentleman of Birkenhead, last year,
was attributed to chloroform. He died of an attack of ha@mop-
tysis, which came on two days after he had inhaled the vapour
for the removal of a tooth. It is not surprising that, amongst
the thousands of persons who have inhaled chloroform, one of
them should have done so, a little time before he was about to
have an attack of ha@moptysis. As the vapour has never caused
hemorrhage from the lungs at the time of its employment, there
is no reason to suppose that it could do so at an after period.
There are other cases besides this, in which the death of patients,
at periods more or less remote from an operation or cunﬁlrlaement,
have, by some persons, been attributed to chloroform. There is
not time to consider these cases seriatim. 1 can only state ge-
nerally my conviction, that the dangers, even of the mismanage-
ment of chloroform, are chiefly confined to the moment when it
is administered, and do not develop themselves afterwards.

The fatal cases we have been considering bear a considerable
resemblance to each other. We have no particulars of the Glas-
gow case; but in four out of the other six the insensibility was
produced very rapidly, proving that the vapour must have been
inhaled of great strength from the first ; and in the other two cases,
as well as in these, the dangerous symptoms set in very suddenly.











































































