
EFFECTS OF A LARGE QUANTITY OF EXTRACT OF BELLADONNA
[Communicated for the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal.!

We have so few descriptions of the sensations and influence on
the system of the more active organic poisons related by the suf-
ferers, that I deemed the following account worthy of preservation.
Mr. Quinby was formerly the editor of the Star of ihe West, a

religious paper. In consequence of the unfortunate mistake of a

respectable apothecary, his life was nearly lost, and his physical
and mental energies wore for a time destroyed.
A portion of the mass of extract of belladonna referred to in

his note was analyzed by myself, and proved to have retained all
its activity, being, in fact, an excellent preparation, apparently of
German manufacture. A. A. A.

Waterville, Me., Sept. 25th, 1857.
Dr. Hayes,—Dear Sir,—When I saw you in Boston, in August

last, you expressed a wish that I should describe the symptoms
which followed the taking of so large a portion of belladonna as I
unfortunately drank in November last, which was nearly a tea-
spoonful of the pure extract, in its pasty state. I dissolved more
than this amount in about two thirds of a tumbler of warm water,
but it was heavy and thick, and as soon as I stopped stirring it, it
would settle to the bottom ; I did not, therefore, drink all I put
into the tumbler.
In fifteen or twenty minutes after I had taken it, I felt a very

disagreeable sensation in my chest and head, and slightly in my
stomach. It seemed to me as if there was an accumulation of
wind at the pit of the stomach, which should come up. The vital
organs were weary. I wished to draw a long breath every mo-

ment, and soon grew worse. My face became flushed. The pupil
of the eye was much dilated, covering nearly the entire iris. My
head felt full and heavy. Giddiness followed—the room appeared
to whirl and the floor to move. There was a sort of constriction
in the chest and throat, slightly spasmodic, and a sense of suffoca-
tion. This condition rapidly increased in intensity till I felt I
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was assuredly dying. I could think of no other result. It ap-
peared as if every breath I drew would be the last. I took
leave of my family, as I found my voice failing and the sense of
vision losing itself in darkness, when I became unconscious. I re-
mained in this condition from about 8 o'clock in the morning, till
after dark in the evening. ,

When I came to myself, so as to know those around (which was

as soon as there was a passage from the bowels—both a cathartic
and injections were administered), the faces of persons looked ex-

ceedingly large, broad and out of proportion. Any little speck or

spot on the ceiling over head, or on the wall of the room, as large
as a fly—for instance, the head of a nail—appeared to my vision
precisely like a spider with legs, and the legs constantly in mo-
tion.* This appearance continued for three or four days, but
gradually corrected itself so far as addition to the real object seen,
went. Still, for weeks and months, everything I looked upon, the
ground, houses, trees, &c. «fee, appeared as if there were a sort of
glimmer upon their surface, resembling the wavy motion of heated
air, rising from the roof or sides of a building. The figures of a

carpet seemed to blend as I looked down upon them; indeed, no-
thing appeared natural to the vision.

The poison had a marked effect upon my stomach and bowels,
rendering them torpid and inactive. For weeks and months I had
no appetite, much of the time actually loathing the sight and smell
of food.
But the most marked effect has been upon the brain and through

the nervous system. I have suffered much, very much in conse-

quence. It may not be out of place here to notice one singular
sensation (singular to me, but perhaps nothing new or remarkable
to the minds of medical men), which I experienced when conscious-
ness was leaving me and immediately on its return. It was this.
Whatever I touched with my hands felt exceedingly cold. The
hands and fingers of my wife were as cold to my touch as icicles,
and the longer 1 retained them in my hand, with the thought that
they might soon become warm, the more intensely cold did they
seem. This feeling was not imaginary, because about the first
thing I remember on coming to myself, when my wife spoke to me
and took hold of my hand, was the sensation I have described ; but
it did not then feel as cold as when I was going into a state of un-
consciousness. The feeling to me was real, but the hand was
warm as usual ; and I attribute the fact, or phenomenon, to the
state of the brain in consequence of congestion, or its condition in
consequence of the effect of the belladonna directly on the ner-
vous system.
In four or five days I was able to sit up, and" in ten or twelve to

* All the symptoms which I have described above, followed in the case of my sister, who took
but half the amount I did. She, however, did not become unconscious.

 The Boston Medical and Surgical Journal as published by 
The New England Journal of Medicine. Downloaded from nejm.org at NYU WASHINGTON SQUARE CAMPUS on June 28, 2016. 

 For personal use only. No other uses without permission. From the NEJM Archive. Copyright © 2010 Massachusetts Medical Society.



go out. But I was weak and trembling, easily excited, quick and
hasty in my motions, with a sort of wild and glassy expression
about the eye. I felt as if my nervous system was completely
shattered. Symptoms appeared which I have nowhere found de-
scribed in medical works, though I have examined somewhat ex-

tensively for the purpose, and which no physician, and no person
with nervous habits with whom I have conversed, seem to know
anything about. The feelings I have experienced in my brain, at
the pit of the stomach, and through my limbs, to which I allude,
are difficult to describe. At times, when excited, or a little weary,
and sometimes when there is no apparent cause, even w-hen I feel
uncommonly well and bright, I experience what I call a sort of
spasm in the brain. (Perhaps science teaches that this is impos-
sible. I do not mean to be understood that there is really any
spasmodic action of this organ, but only that it appears so to me.)
The sensation comes quite suddenly. There is a sort of drawing
and giving away, again, as if the nerves of the brain were in mo-

tion, when all upon which I look appears to move slightly in one

direction, and then back to their former position. If the objects
are at a distance, either forests, houses or mountains upon which
I chance to look at the time, they seem to swing. At these mo-

ments I feel as if I should fall to the earth, though I experience
no giddiness, but only a strange and alarming sensation at the pit
of the stomach, corresponding to the feeling in the brain and com-

ing at the same moment, as if the two were connected—and the
whole on the sympathetic nerves. This sensation was first
experienced in about two weeks after my prostration. I have
since felt it many times, and generally when standing or walking,
but seldom when I either stand or sit with my back leaning
against something to sustain me. In two months after I was pros-
trated, I felt these spasms at times so powerfully that it would
seem I could not live if they should continue for the space of a

minute. They generally pass off in a few seconds, and do not re-
turn for some hours, perhaps not for a day or two. They are gradu-
ally wearing out and disappearing from the system.
For months I have refrained from all intellectual labor, and the

perplexity of business, and have exercised physically, travelled
through mountains and upon the ocean—hunted, fished, bathed in
the surf, and lived upon simple but nourishing food, fresh fish—hal-
libut, cod, mackerel and trout suiting my wants and the condition
of my digestive organs better than meats or fowl. Though I am

much improved, the effects of the medicine—rather poison—are
still felt upon the brain and nervous system ; but with proper ex-
ercise and diet, and refraining from too much head-work, I am in
hopes to fully recover. Yours respectfully,

Geo. W. Quinby.
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