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Medico-Legal Notes.

FroM our contemporary the American Journal of Psychiatry, September,
1934, we extract a summary of a remarkable murder trial which has recently
been held in Massachusetts.

In February, 1934, the offices of a trust company were ‘“ held up ™ by
three men who had evidently planned the crime with much care. A police
officer, who had responded to an alarm, was killed by machine-gun fire, and
another police officer was killed as the escaping robbers passed in a stolen
motor-car. The facts were admitted at the trial, and the defence concentrated
on the attempt to establish insanity.

Under the ‘“ Briggs Law "’ current in Massachusetts, Drs. L. Vernon Briggs
and Earl K. Holt were asked by the Department of Mental Diseases to make a
mental examination of the three accused men. With these examiners was
joined Dr. Abraham Myerson, who had been retained by the defence. The
result of the examination was a report to the effect that one of the accused
men was of ‘‘ mediocre intellectual equipment ", though not feeble-minded or
psychotic, and that the other two showed no evidence of mental disease or
defect. The judge is stated to have written personal letters to a number of
psychiatrists in other States, urging them to examine the accused men, and
implying that a ““fair and qualified determination of their mental responsibility ”’
was unobtainable in Massachusetts. = All told, no less than 26 physicians
examined the defendants. At the trial, the jury was provided with a mass of
conflicting evidence, including a statement by one specialist that 809, of
““gunmen ”’ are insane, and that one of the defendants was suffering from
“ schizophrenia, manic-depressive psychosis and paranoid condition ”’. At the
same time, nearly all the psychiatrists called by the defence admitted that the
accused men were within the legal criteria of responsibility. One singular
feature was the allegation that one of the accused men had suddenly developed
pin-point, stiff pupils, that his cerebro-spinal fluid and blood gave positive
Wassermann reactions, and that there was evidence of his having suffered
from congenital syphilis. Some facts, however, strongly suggested that a
miotic drug had been administered during the trial. The prosecution relied
upon the original mental examiners, and the jury adopted their view. The
three men were found guilty of “ murder in the first degree ’, and this verdict
carries, in Massachusetts, the capital penalty. We are not so informed, but our
knowledge of American legal procedure leads us to assume that an appeal will
be lodged.
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The trial lasted no less than eight weeks, a period which would, in this
country, be ample for the original trial, the appeal proceedings, and the ultimate
settlement of the disposal of the case. The whole procedure provides an
example of the way in which things should not be done.

M. HAMBLIN SMITH.

REX . MAY BROWNHILL.

THis case, tried at Leeds Assizes, on December 1, 1934, before Mr. Justice
Goddard, raised once again a question which has been the subject of our
attention on previous occasions.

The accused woman, at. 62 years, was charged with the murder of her
son Denis, @t. 30, on September 17. The son was an imbecile, and his
mother had cared for him devotedly during the whole of his life. She had
been advised to have an operation performed upon herself. She was aware
that this operation was of a serious character, and she feared that the son
would be neglected in the event of her death. On the morning of September 17
she informed the family doctor that she had killed her son, saying, “ I have
just put Denis to sleep. I gave him 100 aspirins and then placed the gas tube
in his mouth ”’ :

The facts of the case were admitted, but the reports do not make clear the
line which was adopted by the defence. It was not suggested that the charge
was one which could be reduced to that of manslaughter, nor was any suggestion
of insanity raised. In his summing-up, the learned judge is reported as saying :
“ The time may come when it may be the law of this country that an imbecile,
an idiot, may be sent to a merciful death. That is not the law at the present
time, and neither you nor I have the right to make laws. We have to take
the law as it is, always remembering that in other and higher hands mercy
may be extended. No person in this country has the right to take the life of
another human being because he or she thinks it would be better for them to
die.”” The jury returned a verdict of *“ Guilty ", adding the strongest recom-
mendation to mercy. Sentence of death was passed.

It is easy to become sentimental over a hard case of this kind. But the
questions involved are of great complexity, and there are many considerations
which would require to be weighed before euthanasia of this kind could be
legally sanctioned. Such a procedure would require most stringent safe-
guards. We may, however, venture to doubt whether any useful purpose is
served by the solemn pronouncement of the death sentence in such a case as
this, when everyone must be well aware that there is no prospect of the capital
penalty being exacted. Two days later a reprieve was granted.

M. HaMBLIN SMITH.
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