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Deaths Wrongly Blamed

THE MAN who administers the anesthetic
during surgery is often wrongly blamed
for deaths that occur during or after an
operation.

Operating room mortalities are so
“loosely” reported that the exact cause of
death is often overlooked. Many are
erroneously recorded as anesthetic deaths,
Dr. Joseph E. Campbell, pathologist of the
office of the Cook County coroner, Chicago,
told colleagues attending a meeting of the
International Anesthesia Research Society
in Washington, D.C.

He based this conclusion on the results
of a joint 30-month post-mortem study in
Philadelphia with Dr. William A. Weiss,
District of Columbia General Hospital,
Washington, and Dr. Frederic Rieders of
the Office of the Medical Examiner in
Philadelphia.

The study showed that of 645 deaths re-
ported associated with anesthesia, the pain-
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Brain's Heart

FOR THE FIRST TIME, specific brain
areas which influence the heart rhythm
have been pinpointed and their role in such
serious conditions as “racing heart” and
premature heartbeats have been more clearly
defined.

Drs. S. J. Weinberg and Joaquin M.
Fuster of the University of California
Medical Center, Los Angeles, have reported
these findings.

A tiny brain segment—less than a cubic
inch—known as the hypothalamus, has
long been suspected of playing an im-
portant role in regulation of vital organs
such as the heart and kidney. Just what
precise areas in the segment influence the
heartbeat were not known.

The investigators placed tiny electrodes
in various clumps of hypothalamus cells of
experimental animals and electrically stim-
ulated them. Effects of this on the heart
were observed on the electrocardiogram.

Stimulation of certain of these brain
cells, chiefly in the lateral and posterior
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killers were the sole or major factor in only
28 of these deaths.

When a post-mortem examination fails to
reveal the cause of death, it is usually pre-
sumed that the anesthetist was at fault and
lacked the necessary skill for his job. This
conclusion is entirely unjustified, Dr.
Campbell said. The anesthesiologist should
not be blamed for the inadequacies of the
examining pathologist, he added.

In the first place, a routine hospital
autopsy is not an adequate method of de-
termining the cause of death. The anes-
thesiologist can be protected from erroneous
assumptions, however. Dr. Campbell sug-
gested that compulsory reporting of such
cases to the medico-legal agency with
thorough postmortem studies would offer
such protection. No death should be at-
tributed to excessive anesthesia unless an
autopsy, by scientific findings, confirms
this as the sole or major cause, he said.
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Control Area

hypothalamus, produced electrocardiograms
similar to certain clinical heart conditions
in humans. These included premature
heartbeats, “racing heart,” and irregular
heartbeats similar to those caused by an
excess of such heart drugs as quinidine.

The hypothalamus is, among other things,
a way-station for reactions accompanying
the expression of emotions, Dr. Weinberg
points out. Through excitation of these
tiny clumps of hypothalamic cells, emotions
may cause irregular heart rhythms.

Thus patients suffering from these aber-
rations of the heart’s normal function
should in some cases be treated for emo-
tional disorders as well as for any basic
heart disturbance.

The pinpointing of these brain areas
which influence the heart function may
also lead to a more effective means of
evaluating drugs which will correct irreg-
ular rhythms. Such drugs may act on
these particular groups of brain cells.
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Accident of Nature

A CHEMICAL “accident of nature” re-
sponsible for pentosuria—a mild and non-
disabling disease characterized by excess
sugar in the urine—has been partially pin-
pointed by scientists from Beth Israel Hos-
pital and Harvard Medical School in
Boston.

Their findings provide a new means of
detecting carriers of the disease trait and
a way to distinguish pentosuria from dia-
betes. In pentosuria, patients excrete large
amounts of L-xylulose, a sugar-molecule
with five carbon atoms. Diabetics excrete
excessive glucose, a sugar molecule with
six carbon atoms.

People with pentosuria apparently can-
not convert L-xylulose to an alcohol called
xylitol because they lack the enzyme that
catalyzes the reaction. The presumed
reason they lack the enzyme is that they
lack the gene controlling the production of
the enzyme.

Research supported by the American
Cancer Society and headed by Dr. Howard
H. Hiatt showed that normal people ex-
creted no L-xylulose when fasting and very
little after eating. Pentosurics showed sub-
stantial amounts of L-xylulose in both blood
and urine while fasting and seven or eight
times as much after eating.
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The apparently normal relatives of the
pentosurics showed practically no blood or
urine L-xylulose while fasting but registered
several times as much as the normals and
about five percent as much as the pento-
surics after eating.

The results incidated that pentosurics
acquire the gene defect from both parents.
The presumably non-pentosuric relatives,
who inherited the gene from only one
parent, had a hidden and extremely mild
pentosuria. They inherited enough of the
enzyme-forming potential from the normal
parent to metabolize L-xylulose well but,
as carriers of the gene defect, they could
pass the disease trait along to their offspring.
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