A Dissertation on the Natural History and medicinal effects of
the Secale Cornutum, or Ergot. By OLiver PazscorT, A. M.
8vo Pamphlet, pages 16.

Tue sufferings attendant on parturition, have, in every pe-
riod, excited the liveliest sympathy. Whatever can tend to
alleviate these sufferings, or contribute to accorplish this im-
portant process, by renewing the powers of the uterus, when
its contractions have ceased, can not fail of being cordially
received by the profession. Impressed with these sentiments,
we venture to lay before our readers, a copious extract from
this pamphlet, presenting entire the observations which the
author has collected respecting the medicinal virtues of the
ergot or secale cornutum.

% Some few empirics, however, it is said, have long known
that the ergot would expedite lingering labour. But these ig-
norant pretenders bestow upon their nostrums so extravagant
encomiums, and their impositions upon the credulity of the pub-
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lic are so numerous and frequent, that no credit whatever can
be attached to their recommendations. M ost of their mighty
sccrets, when disclosed, prove altogether inert; ar at best very
incompetent to effect the purposes for which they are intended.
Their powder, to promote delivery, was consequently derided,
and was thought by the faculty to be unworthy of serious at-
tention or regard.

“ The first information the public received, from a source
entitled to credence, that this production was, in reality, en-
dued with such unexampled property, was through the medium
of the New York Medical Repository,* by a letter from Dr.
J. Stearns to Dr. Akerly. In this communication, Dr. Stearns
designates it by the appellation of pulvis parturiens.

% Very soon after this publication, I procured a sufficient
quantity for experiment, and have sioce frequently used it.
With very few exceptions, its uniform effect is to stimulate
the uterus to increased action, when administered in parturi-
tion. But I cannot say with Dr. Stearns, * I have never been
disappointed in my expectations of its effects;” for I met this
disappointment in the very first case in which I prescribed it.
In that case, a neighbouring physician was attending the pa-
tient, the travail had progressed slowly, but in a regular
manner, until the head of the fetus was detruded so low in
the pelvis, that the ear was perceptible to the touch, when the
pains subsided, and had entirely ceased, some hours before I
was summoned. One drachm was administered, in the form
of decoction, at three separate doses, but without producing
any effect, when the delivery was accomplished by the aid of
the forceps.

“ Two similar cases have since occurred, in which the pains
had totally ceased, toward the termination of labour, and in
which parturient efforts could not be revived, by any quantity
I thought prudent to administer. In one of these last, the pa-
tient took the decoction of more than two drachms in divided
doses. : ’

« In four other patients, I had reason to doubt whether the
pains were increased by its use, cither in frequency or strength;

* Vol ii. p. 308.
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bat one dose only was given to either of them, for the irritable
state of the stomach prevented its being repeated.

“In every other instance, without exception, the effects of this
prescription have been such as fully to demenstrate its powers
“ ad partum aecelerandum.” The paias produced by it, when
a full dose is given, are very peculiarly forcing, and the con.
tractile effort of the uterus continues to that degree, that the
fotus is not suffered to retreat, but remains firmly retained
where the last exacerbation of pain left it, until it recurs again.
This incessant action will continue, if the delivery is not ef-
fetted, for an hour or more; and when it subsides, the medi-
eime, aguin given, will reproduce the same cffects.

“ The frequency and violence of the uterine efforts, induced
by the ergot, are not mere extraordinary, than is its almost in-
stantancous operation. In twenty cases, I carefully noticed the
precise time it required, to produce its customary effects. In
two of them, the incremsed strength of the paius, and the
continued action commenced in seven miouies from the time
the deceoction was taken; in one case it was eight minutes, in
seven it was ten, in three, eleven, and ia three others it was
fiftcen minutes. In the four remaining cases, there was no
apparent operation until twenty minutes had expired. In other
casts, the time was pot particularly noticed; but as the twenty
I have given were nearly in succession, it is probable they will
show the proportion, as accurately, as if the time in all had
been preciscly ascertained.

« From this account of the manner in which the ergot usu-
ally operates, it will be readily. conceived, by those who have
pot witmessed its cffects, that it is a powerful agent, which
requires prudent direction; but when properly applied, will be
highly useful, many times, to shorten a process, which, un-
aided, would prove extremely tedious and troublesome. -

« Before I had acquired sufficient experience of its effects,
I impradently used it once or twice when the pains were tardy
and feeble, even in first labour, before the orifice of the uterus
was much relaxed or dilated; it having been recommended to
« produce all the beneficial effects of bleeding without inducing
the debility.” But it does not usually prove relaxing to the
rigid fibre; its operation, therefore, subjected the patients to
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much unnecessary suffering. In one instance, no perceptible
progress was made, by the continuance of forcible uterine ef-
forts, during the space of an hour.

% It is therefore important, even if the pains are feeble and
unfrequent, to delay giving this stimulating drug, uatil con-
sidersble dilatation has taken place; to leave the business in
its early stages to the slow and regular process of nature; and
by the respite thus gained by the intervals from pain, preserve
the strength and resolation of the patient for later and more
painful efforts.

“ But if the labour should be long protracted, from the ir-
regular action of the uterus, or the rigidity of the muscular
fibres, these obstacles should be first removed by venesection;
after which the ergot may be usefully employed, and its opera-
tion will be found mild and eficacious. But whenever recourse
is had to venesection, the depletion should be copious, and
the blood suddenly drawn from a large orifice; for no possible
advantage will be gained by this operation, upon a plethoric
subject, if the quantity taken be less than twenty ounces; and
I have repeatedly taken thirty, before the necessary end could
be accomplished.

“ I have never administered ergot in substance, but always

in the form of decoction, in the proportion of half a drachm to
four ounces of water, of which one third is taken at a time;
if the pains are not sufficiently augmented in twenty minutes,
then half the remainder is given; but a second dose is rarcly
required.
" # It will probably be found more beneficial in many cases to
diminish the quantity to one large table spoonful, which, taken
every ten minutes, will have the effect to increase the vigour
of the pains, without producing such excessive and constant
action, as is usual when the full dose is administered. I have
lately directed it in this manner, and have been so much gra-
tified with its'more temperate, though efficient action, that I
shall hereafter prefer the smaller to the larger quantity.

“ It has been suggested, by a writer in the New England
Journal of Medicine and Surgery, that the death of the infant
is a more frequent occurrence, in cases in which the ergot has
been employed, than where its agency has not been used. If
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this is indeed the case, it forms at once an insuperable objec-
tion to its use, except in cas: o' where its safety is well defined;
and the subject certainly demands deliberate attention and
serious inquiry. For myself, it is, I conceive, rather question-
able, whether more injury would result to the child “ from un-
ceasing pressure for several minutes, and occasionally for half an
hour or more,” than for a much more tedious process, in which
the pressure is reiterated, and the head permitted to retreat
* after each successive effort. But, in a matter of such impor-
tance, we ought not to be governed by conjecture; but should
adopt or reject it, as its beneficial or destructive operation
is tested by experiment. My own experience has been such, as
to persuade me, that the above suggestion is unfounded. It is
true, that in twenty-two cases of first labour, in which this
medicine had any effect, I lost four children, and in thirty-five
where it was given to women, who had been previously de-
livered, I have lost one. But all these deaths were attended
with such circumstances, as fully to exculpate the ergot from
any agency in the event. . And when it is recollected that this
medicine is'not used, except in cases that are long protracted,
or are likely to prove tedious and troublesome, it will not be
thought, I conclude, that this unfortunate event happened
more frequently, or in greater proportion to the whole num-
ber of cases, than might reasonably have been expected, had
this medicine not been prescribed.—But exclusive of any in-
jurious effects, which may result to the infant, the ergot re.
quires much more caution with respect to its use, in cases of
first labour, than in others: for, owing to the usual tension and
rigidity of the parts, the protruding progress will not be ac-
celerated, in any reasonable proportion to the additional pain
and suffering it produces. It is also too active and powerful am
agent, to be safely directed by an ignorant or unexperienced
accoucheur; and before dismissing the subject, I most cordi.
ally join in cautioning those, who have not been in the practice
of using it, and witnessing its operations, to be wary how
they employ its agency, until the muscular fibre is properly
relaxed, and the os uteri considerably dilated. This caution is
also more especially necessary, if they are not positively cer-
tain that the presentation is natural, as well as * that there are
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no preﬁerimurd obstructions, te prevent delivery; as the vio-
lent pﬂn, and almost incessant action, which it freqmtly
induces, in the uterus, precludes the poesibility of turning”
the fetus.

“ Dr. Beekman is said to have sncceeded in a case of ame-
norrheea, by giving ore drachm of the ergot in decoction. In
consequence of this recommendation, I tried its effects in one
case of partial obstruction, by giving it, first in a dose of one
drachm; at the next period the same patient took two drachms,
but without the desired effect. Aod from analogy, I should
conclude, that it was mndlpted to this complaint. The ten.
dency of its operation is, I conceive, to constringe the uterine
fibres, and lessen the caliber of its bloodvessels; for, when
given to parturient patients, there has been no instanoe, within
my knowledge, of undue hemorrhage after delivery, although
several, who have taken it, had been previously accustomed to
profuse discharges. The lochia also, have occasionally been
so much diminished, after its use, as to excite apprehension
for the event. In two cases, this discharge entirely ceased, on
the second or third day after delivery, and did not reappear
during the month; but no puerperal complaint was induced,
nor was their recovery delayed by this incident.

“ The uniform operation of the ergot to restrain uterine he-
morrhage, has been noticed by other physicians. It has, in
consequence, frequently been prescribed, a little previous to
the birth of the child, or immediately after, to patients that
have been accustomed to flow immoderately, at such times,and
it has always proved an effectual preventive.

“This singular property of the ergot,to diminish the ealarged
cavity of the uterus, is never more strikingly exemplified, than
when its agency is employed to restrain those floodings, which
sometimes appear, in the early months of pregnancy, when the
action of gestation has ceased, and abortion must follow. In
such cases, it speedily excites, in the uterus, such energetic
action, that its contents are soon expelled, and the hemorrhage
ceases.

“In order to determine what operation it might have, on a
healthy male subject, the decoction of one drachm has been
taken at a dose; but it produced neither nausea nor other per-
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ceptible effect. After a few days, the same person took a like
quantity, ‘which proved equally inert: neither did the larger
quantity of two drachms, at a few doses, but all within the
space of two hours, occasion nausea, vomiting, or pain in the
female, to whom it was prescribed, for deficient catamenia.

“ Its operative powers, therefore, appear wholly confined to
the uterine fibres, when lengthened from ‘an enlargement of
that viscus. In such case it speedily excites, in them, strong
contractile action, and so long as the stimulating effect of the
medicine lasts, this action is unceasing. The uterus is thus
made to compress closely, upon any substance whatever within
its cavity, and this resistance to its further collapsing, will
cause violent pain in that organ; but if it find no such resist-
‘ance, the contractile action progresses without any uneasy
sensations. The healthy, unimpregnated uterus, having no-
thiog within its cavity, will therefore not be affected by the
ergot; neither is it calculated to restrain menorrhagia, pro-
ceeding from increased arterial action; as the size of the ute-
rus, in such cases, is nearly at its minimum.

¢ Until we clearly understand the reason, why some medi-
cines posscss a greater affinity to one part of the system, or to
one organ, than to another, it will be difficult to explain the
modus qperandi of the ergot. It is, as has been already ob-
served, but a short time, since it first attracted the notice of
physicians, as being subservient to any useful purpose in me-
dicine; -and I have not yet discovered that it posscsses any
other properties, than such @s I have mentioned. Like all
other active and valuable medicines, when first made known
to the public, it requires a long series of judicious and atten-
tive experiment, fully to develop its character, its qualities,
and the precise manner in which it may affect different parts
of the human system. Like them, while its use is beneficial,
its abuse is destructive. A cautious direction of its powers
cannot, therefore, be too strangly recommended. If properly
administered, it must be esteemed an important and valuable
acquisition to our maieria medica; and is unquestionably des-
tined to hold a high rank, among the means, which kind nature
has provided, for relieving the sufferings of ber children.”
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