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Preface


When a physician attempts

toconvince a person, who has fallen into the Homoeopathic delusion,

of the emptiness of its pretensions, he is often answered by a

statement of cases in which its practitioners are thought to have

effected wonderful cures. The main object of the first of these

Lectures is to show, by abundant facts, that such statements, made

by persons unacquainted with the fluctuations of disease and the

fallacies of observation, are to be considered in general as of

little or no value in establishing the truth of a medicaldoctrine

or the utility of a method of practice.


Those kind friends who suggest to a

person suffering from a tedious complaint, that he “Had

better try Homoeopathy,” are apt to enforce their suggestion

by adding, that “at any rate it can do no harm.”

Thismay or may not be true as regards the individual. But it always

does very great harm to the community to encourage ignorance,

error, or deception in a profession which deals with the life and

health of our fellow-creatures. Whether or not those who

countenance Homoeopathy are guilty of this injustice towards

others, the second of these Lectures may afford them some means of

determining.


To deny that good effects may

happen from the observance of diet and regimen when prescribed by

Homoeopathists as well asby others, would be very unfair to them.

But to suppose that men with minds so constituted as to accept such

statements and embrace such doctrines as make up the so-called

science of Homoeopathy are more competent than others to regulate

the circumstanceswhich influence the human body in health and

disease, would be judging very harshly the average capacity of

ordinary practitioners.


To deny that some patients may have

been actually benefited through the influence exerted upon their

imaginations, would beto refuse to Homoeopathy what all are willing

to concede to every one of those numerous modes of practice known

to all intelligent persons by an opprobrious title.


So long as the body is affected

through the mind, no audacious device, even of the most manifestly

dishonest character, can fail of producing occasional good to those

who yield it an implicit or even a partial faith. The argument

founded on this occasional good would be as applicable in

justifying the counterfeiter and giving circulation to hisbase

coin, on the ground that a spurious dollar had often relieved a

poor man’s necessities.


Homoeopathy has come before our

public at a period when the growing spirit of eclecticism has

prepared many ingenious and honest minds to listen to all new

doctrines with a candor liable to degenerate into weakness. It is

not impossible that the pretended evolution of great and mysterious

virtues from infinitely attenuated atoms may have enticed a few

over-refining philosophers, who have slid into a vague belief that

matter subdivided grows less material, and approaches nearer to a

spiritual nature as it requires a more powerful microscope for its

detection.


However this may be, some persons

seem disposed to take the ground of Menzel that the Laity must pass

formal judgment between the Physician and the Homoeopathist, as it

once did between Luther and the Romanists. The practitioner and the

scholar must not, therefore, smile at the amount of time and labor

expended in these Lectures upon this shadowy system; which, inthe

calm and serious judgment of many of the wisest members of the

medical profession, is not entitled by anything it has ever said or

done to the notoriety of a public rebuke, still less to the honors

of critical martyrdom.







  
CHAPTER I


I have selected four topics for

this lecture, the first three of which I shall touch but slightly,

the last more fully. They are


- The Royal cure of the

King’s Evil, or Scrofula.


- The Weapon Ointment, and its twin

absurdity, the Sympathetic Powder.


- The Tar-water mania of Bishop

Berkeley.


- The History of the Metallic

Tractors, or Perkinism.


The first two illustrate the ease

with which numerous facts are accumulated to prove the most

fanciful and senseless extravagances.


The third exhibits the entire

insufficiency of exalted wisdom, immaculate honesty, and vast

general acquirements to make a good physician of a great

bishop.


The fourth shows us the intimate

machinery of an extinct delusion, which flourished only forty years

ago; drawn in all its details, as being a rich and comparatively

recent illustration of the pretensions, the arguments, the

patronage, by means of which windy errors have long been, and will

long continue to be, swollen into transient consequence. All

display in superfluous abundance the boundless credulity and

excitability of mankind upon subjects connected with medicine.


“From the time of Edward the

Confessor to Queen Anne, the monarchs of England were in the habit

of touching those who were brought to them suffering with the

scrofula, forthe cure of that distemper. William the Third had good

sense enough to discontinue the practice, but Anne resumed it, and,

among her other patients, performed the royal operation upon a

child, who, in spite of his, disease, grew up at last into Samuel

Johnson. After laying his hand upon the sufferers, it was customary

for the monarch to hang a gold piece around the neck of each

patient. Very strict precautions were adopted to prevent those who

thought more of the golden angel hung round the neck by a

whiteribbon, than of relief of their bodily infirmities, from

making too many calls, as they sometimes attempted to do. According

to the statement of the advocates and contemporaries of this

remedy, none ever failed of receiving benefit unless their little

faith and credulity starved their merits. Some are said to have

been cured immediately on the very touch, others did not so easily

get rid of their swellings, until they were touched a second time.

Several cases are related, of persons who had been blind for

several weeks, and months, and obliged even to be led to Whitehall,

yet recovered their sight immediately upon being touched, so as to

walk away without any guide.” So widely, at one period, was

the belief diffused, that, in the course of twelve years, nearly a

hundred thousand persons were touched by Charles the Second.

Catholic divines; in disputes upon the orthodoxy of their church,

did not deny that the power had descended to protestant princes;

— Dr. Harpsfield, in his “Ecclesiastical History of

England,” admitted it, and in Wiseman’s words,

“when Bishop Tooker would make use of this Argument to prove

the Truth of our Church, Smitheus doth not thereupon go about to

deny the Matter of fact; nay, both he and Cope acknowledge

it.” “I myself,” says Wiseman,the best English

surgical writer of his day,[Edinburgh Medical and Surgical Journal,

vol. iii. p. 103.]—“I my self have been a frequent

Eye-witness of many hundred of Cures performed by his Majesties

Touch alone, without any assistance of Chirurgery; and those, many

of them such as had tired out the endeavours of able Chirurgeons

before they came hither. It were endless to recite what I myself

have seen, and what I have received acknowledgments of by Letter,

not only from the severall parts of this Nation,but also from

Ireland, Scotland, Jersey, Garnsey. It is needless also to remember

what Miracles of this nature were performed by the very Bloud of

his late Majesty of Blessed memory, after whose decollation by the

inhuman Barbarity of the Regicides, the reliques of that were

gathered on Chips and in Handkerchieffs by the pious Devotes, who

could not but think so great a suffering in so honourable and pious

a Cause, would be attended by an extraordinary assistance of God,

and some more then ordinary a miracle: nor did their Faith deceive

them in this there point, being so many hundred that found the

benefit of it.” [Severall Chirurgicall Treatises.

London.1676. p. 246.]


Obstinate and incredulous men, as

he tells us, accounted for these cures in three ways: bythe journey

and change of air the patients obtained in coming to London; by the

influence of imagination; and the wearing of gold.


To these objections he answers,

1st. That many of those cured were inhabitants of the city. 2d.

That the subjects of treatment were frequently infants. 3d. That

sometimes silver was given, and sometimes nothing, yet the patients

were cured.


A superstition resembling this

probably exists at the present time in some ignorant districts of

England and this country. A writer in a Medical Journal in the year

1807, speaks of a farmer in Devonshire, who, being a ninth son of a

ninth son, is thought endowed with healing powers like those of

ancient royalty, and who is accustomed one day in every week to

strike for the evil.


I rememberthat one of my

schoolmates told me, when a boy, of a seventh son of a seventh son,

somewhere in Essex County, who touched for the scrofula, and who

used to hang a silver fourpence halfpenny about the neck of those

who came to him, which fourpence halfpennyit was solemnly affirmed

became of a remarkably black color after having been some time

worn, and that his own brother had been subjected to this

extraordinary treatment; but I must add that my schoolmate drew a

bow of remarkable length, strength, and toughness for his tender

years.


One of the most curious examples of

the fallacy of popular belief and the uncertainty of asserted facts

in medical experience is to be found in the history of the

UNGUENTUM ARMARIUM, or WEAPON OINTMENT.


Fabricius Hildanus, whose name is

familiar to every surgical scholar, and Lord Bacon, who frequently

dipped a little into medicine, are my principal authorities for the

few circumstances I shall mention regarding it. The Weapon Ointment

was a preparation used for the healing of wounds, but instead of

its being applied to them, the injured part was washed and

bandaged, and the weapon with which the wound was inflicted was

carefully anointed with the unguent. Empirics, ignorant barbers,

and men of that sort, are said to have especially employed it.

Still there were not wanting some among the more respectable

members of the medical profession who supported its claims. The

composition of this ointment was complicated, in the different

formulae given by different authorities; but some substances

addressed to the imagination, rather than the wound or weapon,

entered into all. Such were portions of mummy, of human blood, and

of moss from the skull of a thief hung in chains.


Hildanus was a wise and learned

man, one of the best surgeons of his time. He was fully aware that

a part of the real secret of the Unguentum Armarium consisted in

the washing and bandaging the wound and then letting it alone. But

he could not resist the solemn assertions respecting its efficacy;

he gave way before the outcry of facts, and therefore, instead of

denying all their pretensions, he admitted and tried to account for

them upon supernatural grounds. As the virtue of those

applications, he says, which are made to the weapon cannot reach

the wound, and as they canproduce no effect without contact, it

follows, of necessity, that the Devil must have a hand in the

business; and as he is by far the most long headed and experienced

of practitioners, he cannot find this a matter of any great

difficulty. Hildanus himselfreports, in detail, the case of a lady

who had received a moderate wound, for which the Unguentum Armarium

was employed without the slightest use. Yet instead of receiving

this flat case of failure as any evidence against the remedy, he

accounts for its not succeeding by the devout character of the

lady, and her freedom from that superstitious and over-imaginative

tendency which the Devil requires in those who are to be benefited

by his devices.


Lord Bacon speaks of the Weapon

Ointment, in his Natural History, as having in its favor the

testimony of men of credit, though, in his own language, he himself

“as yet is not fully inclined to believe it.” His

remarks upon the asserted facts respecting it show a mixture of

wise suspicion and partial belief. He doesnot like the precise

directions given as to the circumstances under which the animals

from which some of the materials were obtained were to be killed;

for he thought it looked like a provision for an excuse in case of

failure, by laying the fault to theomission of some of these

circumstances. But he likes well that “they do not observe

the confecting of the Ointment under any certain constellation;

which is commonly the excuse of magical medicines, when they fail,

that they were not made under a fit figure of heaven.” [This

was a mistake, however, since the two recipes given by Hildanus are

both very explicit as to the aspect of the heavens required for

different stages of the process.] “It was pretended that if

the offending weapon could not be had, it would serve the purpose

to anoint a wooden one made like it.” “This,”

says Bacon, “I should doubt to be a device to keep this

strange form of cure in request and use; because many times you

cannot come by the weapon itself.” And in closing his remarks

on the statements of the advocates of the ointment, he says,

“Lastly, it will cure a beast as well as a man, which I like

best of all the rest, because it subjecteth the matter to an easy

trial.” It is worth remembering, that more than two hundred

years ago, when an absurd and fantastic remedy was asserted to

possess wonderful power, and when sensible persons ascribed its

pretended influence to imagination, it was boldly answered that the

cure took place when the wounded party did not know of the

application made to the weapon, and even when a brute animal was

the subject of the experiment, and that this assertion, as we all

know it was, came in such a shape as to shake the incredulity of

the keenest thinker of his time. The very same assertion has been

since repeated in favor of Perkinism, and, since that, of

Homoeopathy.


The same essential idea as that of

the Weapon Ointment reproduced itself in the still more famous

SYMPATHETIC POWDER. This Powder was said to have the faculty, if

applied to the blood-stained garments of a wounded person, to cure

his injuries, even though he were at a great distance at the time.

A friar, returning from the East, brought the recipe to Europe

somewhat before the middle of the seventeenth century. The Grand

Duke of Florence, in which city the friar was residing, heard of

his cures, and tried, but without success, to obtain his secret.

Sir Kenehn Digby, an Englishman well known to fame, was fortunate

enough to do him a favor, which wrought upon his feelings and

induced him to impart to his benefactor the composition of his

extraordinary Powder. This English knight was at different periods

of his life an admiral, a theologian, a critic, a metaphysician, a

politician, and a disciple of Alchemy. As is not unfrequent with

versatile and inflammable people, he caught fire at the first spark

of a new medical discovery, and no sooner got home to England than

he began to spread the conflagration.


An opportunity soon offered itself

to try the powers of the famous powder. Mr. J. Howell, having been

wounded in endeavoring to part two of his friends who were fighting

a duel, submitted himself to a trial of the Sympathetic Powder.

Four days after he received his wounds, Sir Kenehn dipped one of

Mr. Howell’s gaiters in a solution of the Powder, and

immediately, it is said, the wounds, which were very painful, grew

easy, although the patient, who was conversing in a corner of the

chamber, had not, the least idea of what was doing with his garter.

He then returned home, leaving his garter in the hands ofSir

Kenelm, who had hung it up to dry, when Mr. Howell sent his servant

in a great hurry to tell him that his wounds were paining him

horribly; the garter was therefore replaced in the solution of the

Powder, “and the patient got well after five or six days of

its continued immersion.”


King James First, his son Charles

the First, the Duke of Buckingham, then prime minister, and all the

principal personages of the time, were cognizant of this fact; and

James himself, being curious to know the secret of thisremedy,

asked it of Sir Kenelm, who revealed it to him, and his Majesty had

the opportunity of making several trials of its efficacy,

“which all succeeded in a surprising manner.” [Dict.

des Sciences Medieales.]


The king’s physician, Dr.

Mayerne, was mademaster of the secret, which he carried to France

and communicated to the Duke of Mayenne, who performed many cures

by means of it, and taught it to his surgeon, who, after the

Duke’s death, sold it to many distinguished persons, by whose

agency it soon ceased to be a secret. What was this wonderful

substance which so astonished kings, princes, dukes, knights, and

doctors? Nothing but powdered blue vitriol. But it was made to

undergo several processes that conferred on it extraordinary

virtues. Twice or thrice it was to be dissolved, filtered, and

crystallized. The crystals were to be laid in the sun during the

months of June, July, and August, taking care to turn them

carefully that all should be exposed. Then they were to be

powdered, triturated, and againexposed to the sun, again reduced to

a very fine powder, and secured in a vessel, while hot, from the

sunshine. If there seem anything remarkable in the fact of such

astonishing properties being developed by this process, it must be

from our short-sightedness, for common salt and charcoal develop

powers quite as marvellous after a certain number of thumps, stirs,

and shakes, from the hands of modern workers of miracles. In fact

the Unguentum Armarium and Sympathetic Powder resemble some more

recent prescriptions; the latter consisting in an infinite dilution

of the common dose in which remedies are given, and the two former

in an infinite dilution of the common distance at which they are

applied.


Whether philosophers, and more

especially metaphysicians, haveany peculiar tendency to dabble in

drugs and dose themselves with physic, is a question which might

suggest itself to the reader of their biographies.


When Bishop Berkeley visited the

illustrious Malebranche at Paris, he found him in his cell, cooking

ina small pipkin a medicine for an inflammation of the lungs, from

which he was suffering; and the disease, being unfortunately

aggravated by the vehemence of their discussion, or the contents of

the pipkin, carried him off in the course of a few days. Berkeley

himself afforded a remarkable illustration of a truth which has

long been known to the members of one of the learned professions,

namely, that no amount of talent, or of acquirements in other

departments, can rescue from lamentable folly those who, without

something of the requisite preparation, undertake to experiment

with nostrums upon themselves and their neighbors. The exalted

character of Berkeley is thus drawn by Sir James Mackintosh:

Ancient learning, exact science, polished society, modern

literature, and the fine arts, contributed to adorn and enrich the

mind of this accomplished man. All his contemporaries agreed with

the satirist in ascribing


“‘To Berkeley every

virtue under heaven.’


“Even the discerning,

fastidious, and turbulent Atterbury said, after an interview with

him, ‘So much understanding, so much knowledge, so much

innocence, and such humility, I did not think had been the portion

of any but angels, till I saw this gentleman.’”


But among the writings of this

great and good man is an Essay of the most curious character,

illustrating his weakness upon the point in question, and entitled,

“Siris, a Chain of Philosophical Reflections and Inquiries

concerning the Virtues of TAR WATER, and divers other

Subjects,”— an essay which begins witha recipe for his

favorite fluid, and slides by gentle gradations into an examination

of the sublimest doctrines of Plato. To show how far a man of

honesty and benevolence, and with a mind of singular acuteness and

depth, may be run away with by a favoritenotion on a subject which

his habits and education do not fit him to investigate, I shall

give a short account of this Essay, merely stating that as all the

supposed virtues of Tar Water, made public in successive editions

of his treatise by so illustriousan author, have not saved it from

neglect and disgrace, it may be fairly assumed that they were

mainly imaginary.


The bishop, as is usual in such

cases, speaks of himself as indispensably obliged, by the duty he

owes to mankind, to make his experience public. Now this was by no

means evident, nor does it follow in general, that because a man

has formed a favorable opinion of a person or a thing he has not

the proper means of thoroughly understanding, he shall be bound to

print it, and thus give currency tohis impressions, which may be

erroneous, and therefore injurious. He would have done much better

to have laid his impressions before some experienced physicians and

surgeons, such as Dr. Mead and Mr. Cheselden, to have asked them to

try his experiment over again, and have been guided by their

answers. But the good bishop got excited; he pleased himself with

the thought that he had discovered a great panacea; and having once

tasted the bewitching cup of self-quackery, like many before and

since his time, hewas so infatuated with the draught that he would

insist on pouring it down the throats of his neighbors and all

mankind.


The precious fluid was made by

stirring a gallon of water with a quart of tar, leaving it

forty-eight hours, and pouring off the clearwater. Such was the

specific which the great metaphysician recommended for averting and

curing all manner of diseases. It was, if he might be believed, a

preventive of the small-pox, and of great use in the course of the

disease. It was a cure for impurities of the blood, coughs,

pleurisy, peripneumony, erysipelas, asthma, indigestion, carchexia,

hysterics, dropsy, mortification, scurvy, and hypochondria. It was

of great use in gout and fevers, and was an excellent preservative

of the teeth and gums; answered all the purpose of Elixir

Proprietatis, Stoughton’s drops, diet drinks, and mineral

waters; was particularly to be recommended to sea-faring persons,

ladies, and men of studious and sedentary lives; could never be

taken too long, but, on the contrary,produced advantages which

sometimes did not begin to show themselves for two or three

months.


“From my representing Tar

Water as good for so many things,” says Berkeley, “some

perhaps may conclude it is good for nothing. But charity obligeth

me to say whatI know, and what I think, however it may be taken.

Men may censure and object as they please, but I appeal to time and

experiment. Effects misimputed, cases wrong told, circumstances

overlooked, perhaps, too, prejudices and partialities against

truth, mayfor a time prevail and keep her at the bottom of her

well, from whence nevertheless she emergeth sooner or later, and

strikes the eyes of all who do not keep them shut.” I cannot

resist the temptation of illustrating the bishop’s belief in

the wonderful powers of his remedy, by a few sentences from

different parts of his essay. “The hardness of stubbed vulgar

constitutions renders them insensible of a thousand things that

fret and gall those delicate people, who, as if their skin was

peeled off, feel to the quick everything that touches them. The

tender nerves and low spirits of such poor creatures would be much

relieved by the use of Tar Water, which might prolong and cheer

their lives.” “It [the Tar Water] may be made stronger

for brute beasts, as horses,in whose disorders I have found it very

useful.” “This same water will also give charitable

relief to the ladies, who often want it more than the parish poor;

being many of them never able to make a good meal, and sitting

pale, puny, and forbidden, like ghosts, at their own table, victims

of vapors and indigestion.” It does not appear among the

virtues of Tar Water that “children cried for it,” as

for some of our modern remedies, but the bishop says, “I have

known children take it for above six months together with great

benefit, and without any inconvenience; and after long and repeated

experience I do esteem it a most excellent diet drink, fitted to

all seasons and ages.” After mentioning its usefulness in

febrile complaints, he says: “I have had all thisconfirmed by

my own experience in the late sickly season of the year one

thousand seven hundred and forty-one, having had twenty-five fevers

in my own family cured by this medicinal water, drunk

copiously.” And to finish these extracts with a most

important suggestion for the improvement of the British nation:

“It is much to be lamented that our Insulars who act and

think so much for themselves, should yet, from grossness of air and

diet, grow stupid or doat sooner than other people, who, by virtue

of elastic air, water-drinking, and light food, preserve their

faculties to extreme old age; an advantage which may perhaps be

approached, if not equaled, even in these regions, by Tar Water,

temperance, and early hours.”
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