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House of Representatives April 28, 1864.

The Joint Special Committee, to whom was referred the Petition
of Bartholomew Wood and forty-nine others, citizens of
Milford, and that ofA. L. B. Monroe, M.D., and eight others
of Medway, for some legislation relative to the business of
apothecaries and druggists, to protect the public against
accidents,'—praying that the expediency of such legislation
be specially considered and reported upon,—have had the
same under consideration, and ask leave to submit the follow-
ing

The Committee have been convinced by the evidence which
was presented before them, in several hearings given to inter-
ested and intelligent parties, that accidents of the kind contem-
plated by the petitioners, are of much more frequent occurrence
than is generally supposed. Such also appeared to be the
conviction of those who testified before the Committee. These
accidents are the result of a variety of causes. Whenever
they are the result of carelessness or ignorance, the guilty
parties attempt to conceal the real cause, or if the cause is
made public, they endeavor to shift the responsibility of the
act from one party to another. So far as evidence appeared
before the Committee, they should judge that the responsibility
of these accidents is about equally divided between apothecaries
and physicians.
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But accidents from the sale of poisonous medicines are liable
to happen, in spite of the precaution and intelligence of physi-
cians and druggists,—accidents which no legislative enactments,
however perfect, can fully prevent. It appeared from evidence
before the Committee, that many medicines kept in the shops
of apothecaries for sale, are found very inefficient and unreliable
in doses ordinarily used. Owing to this fact, and to the
extreme precaution which the patient and physician sometimes
exercise, in order to proctire a genuine medicine, a pure article
is occasionally obtained and administered in a dangerous dose.
The traffic in spurious medicines is therefore responsible for
the good which it fails to accomplish, and also for the evil
which results from the use of superior articles; and for the
reason, that doses of medicines are determined by the use of
such as are ordinarily kept for sale. An instance was cited
before the Committee, where a powerful medicine was pre-
scribed for a patient, who took special pains to secure a pure
article, which, in the usual dose, came very near proving fatal.
A timely diminution of the dose saved the life of the patient.
The physician prescribed a commercial article of ordinary virtue,
but the patient obtained in the genuine article a dose of three
or four fold power. '

It appeared to the Committee, therefore, that the public are
not free from danger in the use of ordinary doses of medicine,
while it is so often found of unequal strength and virtue.
There seems to be no law by which the community can be pro-
tected from the imposition of spurious medicines, or rule by
which we can exactly determine the power and safety of a
specified medicine in a given quantity. At one time a medicine
is sold in a diluted and adulterated form, and particularly the
most costly articles, such as morphine and quinine; at another
time, in a compact and concentrated form, such as solid and
fluid extracts. Improvements in chemistry are multiplying for
medical uses, articles which are given in very small doses, and
which prove fatal in large doses. A medicine perfectly harmless
in its original form, may become dangerous when concentrated.
However desirable it may appear that this uncertainty and
want of uniformity, in respect to medicine, should be prevented
by law, yet the Committee see no practicable way in which this
evil can be overcome.

Evidence, however, appeared before the Committee, showing
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that within the past ten or twelve years, there has been great
improvement in the selection and dispensing of medicines.
This result has been brought about by increased knowledge
and interest on the subject, among apothecaries and druggists,
through the influence of schools of pharmacy and pharmaceu-
tical associations. But these schools and associations have as
yet received no legal recognition and encouragement.

But there is a much larger class of accidents which are the
result of culpable ignorance and carelessness. Not unfrequently
the physician’s prescriptions are at fault. “ These present a sad
compilation of ignorance, carelessness, and even recklessness, in
all the forms of bad Latin, bad spelling, contractions, bad writ-
ing, unofficinal names, terms of doubtful meaning, terms not
now in use, mixtures of incompatibles, and often prescribed in
dangerous doses.” These prescriptions are generally preserved
by apothecaries, who assure us that they are often read with
much difficulty and put up with some uncertainty. Physicians
should desire no excuse and offer no apology for negligence and
carelessness in writing prescriptions. Their own character, and
it may be the life of their patient, depend upon their fidelity in
this simple act.

On the other hand, accidents frequently result from the
incapacity and heedlessness of irresponsible apothecaries and
clerks. As the only security which the public now have
against accidents from these causes depends entirely on the
integrity and the intelligence of the druggist, it seems to the
Committee that the public ought to have some legal guarantee
that those who occupy the place of apothecaries are competent
and reliable. An intelligent and competent physician, under
circumstances of excitement in the sick-room, hastily writing a
prescription, may order medicines in an erroneous and dan-
gerous combination. A competent apothecary, looking at the
prescription with calmness and consideration, would detect the
error and judiciously correct it; while an incompetent one
would fill the prescription and send it out, regardless of conse-
quences.

The Committee listened to the particulars of a fatal accident
which occurred not long since from carelessness in putting up
medicine. One of the family died, and two others barely saved
their lives by vomiting the medicine. The circumstance was
this: The father of the little boy who died went to an apothe-
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cary shop to obtain some tincture of rhubarb, to be put into
a bottle labelled with the name of the medicine called for a
bottle constantly kept in his family for this medicine. The
dispenser, in ignorance or carelessness, put up tincture of
opium. In this case, the bottles of the apothecary containing
the two medicines were side by side, the one labelled Tinct.
Rhei, the other Tinct. Opii. The names of these two medicines
begin with the same word and end with the same letter. But
a person not intelligent enough to distinguish the two names,
or too ignorant to discriminate between the two medicines, is
certainly a dangerous person to deal out drugs. But the medi-
cine thus obtained was given to three of the family, one of
whom went into a fatal stupor, but the other two were saved
by inducing vomiting before the medicine had been carried out
of the stomach.

It has been suggested that this accident might have been
prevented if these medicines had been placed at a distance from
each other, or if the name, rhubarb and opium, had been
written in full upon the bottle containing the medicine. But
more likely the accident would not have happened if the dis-
penser had possessed the qualifications necessary for one filling
the place he occupied. The Committee are confirmed in this
view by the fact that this same tyro once made the mistake of
putting up an ounce of tincture of opium when only a drachm
had been ordered. In the prescription, the apothecary mark,
3 (drachm,) was used; but this was mistaken for g, the mark
for ounce, the latter sign indicating eight times the quantity of
the former.

From the foregoing Report, it will be seen that any law on
this subject will be ineffectual, unless it secures greater intelli-
gence and caution on the part of druggists and physicians.
The sale of a specified number of medicines, of the character
under consideration, might be prohibited, except by physicians,
in towns and villages where well qualified apothecaries cannot
be obtained. Prescriptions should be written with deliberation,
and in conformity with a uniform standard, which a well-con-
sidered law should determine. Apothecaries should be legally
encouraged to qualify themselves thoroughly for their calling,
and the public should be protected against the impositions of
the ignorant and irresponsible. Farther than this, every bottle
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and package of medicine dispensed to a patient should he
labelled, and the proper dose distinctly marked upon it.

Clearly as the Committee are convinced that there is a public
necessity for some legal protection against accidents from
causes above mentioned, yet they are fully aware of the diffi-
culty of framing any law which will secure the public any
adequate protection. They deem it desirable that the mutual
interests of apothecaries and physicians should be consulted
and promoted, and that harmony of feeling and active coope-
ration on their part should be secured. In no other way can
accidents of the kind now contemplated be properly con-
sidered and an effectual remedy provided. While, therefore,
the Committee deem it inexpedient to legislate upon this sub-
ject with the light they now have, yet they deem it very
important that the legislature should be put in possession, by
petititions and memorials from physicians and druggists, of
matured views and suggestions derived from mutual experi-
ence and consultation. In this way we may hope to obtain
sufficient light to enable us to frame a law which shall lodge
the sale of poisons in safe hands, and protect the public against
the imposition of spurious and adulterated medicines.

In conclusion, the Committee would report their conviction,
that “ with educated and regular chemists and druggists
proper precautions are taken, and few accidents occur; and
that the unrestricted sale of poisons in general by unqualified
persons is the great source of danger.” At the same time,
they are unprepared to propose any legislation upon this mat-
ter, and therefore respectfully recommend that the subject be
referred to the next general court.

By order of the Committee,
MELLEN CHAMBERLAIN,
NATHAN CROCKER,

Of the Senate.
A. A. COOK,
M. B. SEWALL,
GEO. S. GATES,
LEONARD SPAULDING,
H. S. DICKINSON,

Of the House.




