
PRACTICAL MEDICINE.

DISEASES AFFECTING THE SYSTEM GENERALLY .

EARTH WORMS AND THE SPREAD OF DISEASE.

PASTEUR, in the course of his well known investigations into the nature of

certain infectious diseases, discovered that the germs of disease may be set

free upon the surface of the earth through the agency of worms. He demon

strated that sheep feeding in inclosures where animals dead from charbon

had been buried might contract the same deadly disease. The cause of this

infection he traced to the agency of earth worms, that burrowing about the

decaying carcases swallowed the charbon microbion and conveyed it in their

bodies to the surface, there to be voided and thus allowed to become distrib

uted over the pasture.

Charles Darwin has just issued a brochure, “ The formation of vegetable

mould through the action of worms,” which proves these creatures, hitherto

regarded as so insignificant, to be as mighty in aggregated works as the coral

builders. Darwin, after his usual patient and thorough method, has studied

the habits and structure of the common earth worm and arrived at conclusions

as novel as they are astonishing.

Itis estimated that in garden soil there are to be found 53,767 earth worms

to the acre ; in old pasture land long untilled , about half that number .

These worms, during a large part of the year in countries of temperate cli

inate, are actively at work burrowing through the soil in every direction,

taking the earth into their alimentary canal, partly as the most expeditious

inode of removing it , but in the case of the humus swallowed for the pur

pose of extracting the contained organic matter upon which they feed. The

swallowed earth passes through their intestines and is voided mainly upon

the surface about the mouths of the burrows. Darwin states that “ in many

parts of England a weight of more than ten tons of dry earth annually passes

through their bodies and is brought to the surface in each acre of land ; so

that the whole superficial bed of vegetable mould passes through their bodies

in the course of every few years ” (page 350 ). It will be evident that such

activity must effect in the course of time great changes in the configuration

of the earth's surface, as ton after ton of soil in a very finely divided state is

thus spread out and exposed to the wind and rain. The minute particles of

rock often swallowed are subjected to trituration in the gizzard of the worm ,

and are acted upon as well by acids; they are thereby still further reduced

and fitted for the formation of fertile soil . As worms burrow readily to the

depth of three to four feet , and sometimes deeper even in solid subsoil,

bodies buried are easily reached by them in the search for food . They de

vour greedily flesh and fat.

Imagination will picture the mischief done by these subteranean workers

as they draw from the depths load after load pregnant with germs of the most

virulent disorders , scattering them broadcast under the sun and wind to fill

our atmosphere with pestilential dust, deadly to man and beast. The gloomy
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mind of Poe would add another figure to that terrible chant, The Conqueror
Worm. While picturing the ghastly carnival, as generation after generation

of men fall to him at last a prey, we should be made to see the same loath

some thing laboring in darkness and in stealth, sucking from the grave the

fatal poison to open it out again into the upper air, charging the breath of

life with pestilence, that fresh multitudes may perish and its banquets be

unstinted .

These discoveries of Pasteur and Darwin irresistibly compel us to look to

cremation as the proper method of disposing of the bodies of those dead of

acutely infectious disease. Mere interment of bodies charged with countless

myriads of microscopic germs, each capable of propagating a deadly virus,

and certain to be speedily committed to the atmosphere again — this procedure

is repugnant to reason .

Cremation, or some similarly thorough mode of disposing of infectious

bodies, much be adopted before sanitation can be considered as upon a sul)
stantial basis. - St. Louis Cour. Med.

A PLAGUE OF WORMS.

The workmen employed in the St. Gothard Tunnel have allsuffered from

a painful disease, not due in any way to the nature and condition of their
labors. In a memoir just published Dr. Bugnion traces the disease to the

presence of the parasitic worms in the intestines of the subjects of the malady.

This nematoid worm ( Ankylostoma duodenalis) was first discovered in Milan

in 1838 ; it has been met with in various parts of Italy; is extremely abund

ant in Egypt, and has also been found in Abyssinia, India, the Sunda Isles,

Rio de Jeneiro, Cayenne and the Antilles. In the intestines of the first

tunnel workman who died of the disease (at Turin Hospital) more than

fifteen hundred individual worms were counted . Many workmen have been

severely afflicted, but the extent to which health must be compromised is

strikingly indicated by the fact, stated by M. Bozzolo, that he found eggs of

Ankylostoma in the stools of all workmen he examined without exception .

The creature has prodigious fecundity. Happily, the eggs are not developed

in the person who harbors them ; the development begins in the excrement

or the moist earth , and gains admission to the intestines with unwholesome

water.

Large numbers of laborers from the regions which furnished the workmen

of St. Gothard have been brought to this country to engage in railway con

struction and similar rude employments. They bring their careless and un

cleanly habits; and there is danger of their defiling springs and water courses

wheretheyare camped , and so spreading the worm pest along the lines of

our new railways .Sc. Amer. --St. Louis Cour. Med ., April.

MINERS' ANÆMIA.

The Lancet says, in a communication to the Académie des Sciences, M.

Perroncito has described an anæmia which occurs among the miners of St.

Etienne, and which resembles closely the disease observed among the work

men at the St. Gothard tunnel, and found to depend on the anchylostoma

duodenale. Examination of the stools of three patients at St. Etiennerevealed

in each large numbers of the ova of anchylostoma. This observation proves

the identity of the two diseases. The same parasitic affection has been met

with among the miners of Schemnitz. “ Miners' anæmia ” is thus brought

into the class of preventable maladies, since it may be be prevented or cured

by the employment of substances which have been found capable of destroy

ing the ova either outside or within the human body. The larvæ do not

develop in the intestine, but in the fecal substances after dejection, and pene

trate the organism by the air or water after their development. In no stage

can an organism resist a temperature of 50° Centigrade, and the larvæ are


