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species the percentage amount of the toxic principle tends to increase
in a warmer climate; this is one reason why many European medicinal
plants are grown commercially in more southern countries than Britain.
Some of our native plants contain extremely toxic substances but in
such small amount that considerable latitude in the dosage can be
allowed if the dried plant is administered (infusion is the usual method).
Plants containing cyanogenetic glucosides—substances giving rise to
prussic acid—can sometimes be eaten safely as the poisonous body does
not seem to develop at all stages of growth. The same is true for the
toxalbumins and castor oil residue is an example. The amount of ricin
present seems to vary considerably and is a very toxic substance.
Tinctures—that is, alcoholic extracts of plant material—were rarely
used in folk-medicine owing to the difficulty of preparation. Ale, beer
or white wine were frequently employed as vehicles for suspensions or
as solvents, but, in the main, most of the liquid medicines of the country-
side simpler were simple watery infusions, decoctions or suspensions and,
no doubt, varied greatly from official preparations of the same substance
as the constituents would be taken up in varying proportions with
different menstrua and treatment of the marc during the process of
preparation. The glucosides are sometimes taken up in water and West
African natives use a watery infusion of Strophanthin, both as a medicine
and as a poison. The poisoner always had an easier task than the
amateur physician, even in recent times, but more especially in the past.
The only thing that mattered to the former was to prepare a tasteless
draught or powder in which the active principle would be present in
excess of the lower limit of a lethal dose but within the possibility of
illicit administration, as excessive quantities might have caused symptoms
other than the normal ones. Massive doses of crude preparations may
induce vomiting and so defeat their purpose. The common British
plants Daphne Mezereum and D. Laureola (the spurge laurels) are still,
as in the past, in great repute as a folk-cure for neoplasms, malignant as
well as benign, although deep-seated carcinomata and sarcomata are the
usual types of growths for which these two species are administered.
They were also used as cures for toothache and as cathartics. Surface
cancers tend to break down and were oftén grouped with the commonly
occurring simple dermatological troubles once known as morphews,
‘blotches, blains, or with other disfiguring lesions. Qil of wintergreen—
methyl salicylate extracted from Gaultheria procumbens—which has
always enjoyed a great reputation in folk-medicine for successful treat-
ment of rheumatic pains no doubt owed its long continued use to the
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Neurine (vinyl-trimethyl-ammonium-hydroxide) is, like muscarine,
closely related to choline and is possibly one of the ptomaines of putrefac-
tion, but although the use of decayed flesh in folk-medicine is known,
it has not been possible to establish the reason for its administration or
of any toxic effects from its use. Fresh blood of various animals was
much used in folk-cures and charms. The fresh blood of the common
eel is said to be intensely poisonous owing to the presence of a
toxalbumin—the most toxic group of organic bodies known?® Yet live
eels were often given to sluggish horses before the parade at fairs so that
their movements in the stomach might induce activity in the show-ring
and no ill effects are recorded. Fishermen and cooks handle fresh eels
with apparent impunity. The belief, widely spread in America and said
to exist in the Shetlands, that dust from old coffins is a toxic and
actively used constituent in folk-medicines has attracted considerable
notice but the experimental work carried out on that substance by
American biochemists seems to be slight and their conclusions quite
indefinite. No answer is known to the question: Can ptomaines survive
the general decomposition of the body? But an alcoholic extract of
coffin dust has proved fatal to a rabbit? Buckland’s illness after his
search for Hunter's coffin in the vaults of S. Martin-in-the-Fields was
probably due to toxic gases from the broken coffins but dust may
have played some part. Many similar cases are known when church vaults
were opened. Arsenical compounds have always been used in folk-
medicine both as drugs and as poisons. Arsenic pastes are largely used
in the East as depilatories, apparently with little risk, although they can
be absorbed by inunction. The element was known to the ancients and
was isolated by Albertus Magnus about 1250, from which date it has
been largely employed in medicine. As arsenic has many technical uses
it can always be obtained in spite of the futile Poisons Act, which only
makes its open sale difficult, and (except as arsine or in organic combina-
tion) it is not very toxic compared with some of the organic poisons ;
two grains is the minimum lethal dose, and the toxalbumins may be
14,000 more poisonous weight for weight. Arsenical compounds are also
used extensively in folk-medicine for improving the complexion and
stamina and as a cure for skin diseases. They are given to horses by
their grooms to improve their condition or cause salivation and some
workmen who handle arsenic regularly, eat small quantities to improve

3 Pennavaria, Il Farmacista Italiano, xii, 1888,

. M Taylor's Principles and Practice of Medical [urisprudence, vol. ii. See
F. Buckland, Curiostties of Natural History, Series iv.




































