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Treatment of Chorlocarcinoma with Cytotoxic Drugs
SIR,-I read the article (August 6, p. 426) on treatment

of six cases of choriocarcinoma by a combination
of methotrexate and 6-mercapto-purine with interest.
Without wishing to detract in any way from the
courageous attack on this very lethal tumour by Drs.
K. D. Bagshawe and Janetta M. McDonald, I would
like to raise certain points.

Chorionic tumours, even more than other tumours,
vary greatly in their degree of inherent malignancy.
Different categories are described-e.g., invasive
mole, "intrinsic" chorionepithelioma, chorioadenoma
destruens, and choriocarcinoma-but, as Willis suggests,
there is probably a continuous gradation in malignancy.
The difficulties in histological diagnosis are well known,
and even perfectly benign moles may exhibit deep inva-
sion of the uterine muscle and invasion of veins. The
gonadotrophin titre, also, may persist at a raised level
several months after expulsion of a mole, whose
behaviour in other respects appears quite benign.' There
are occasional reports of regression of metastases after
treatment of the primary lesion alone,2 and my gynaeco-
logist colleagues have told me of such cases in their own
practice. A case that I treated over two years ago may
be of interest.
A woman of 20 had a miscarriage in December, 1957, in

the third month of pregnancy, due to hydatidiform mole.
In January, 1958, the Hogben test for gonadotrophic hor-
mone was positive at a dilution of 1 in 300. She was
allowed to go home, but soon afterwards she was readmitted
with a history of abdominal pain and small haemoptyses.
On March 3, 1958, exploratory laparotomy showed infiltra-
tion of the broad ligaments and pelvic mesocolon by
numerous haemorrhagic deposits. There was a large
purplish mass beneath the peritoneum on the posterior
abdominal wall, at the level of the sacrum. A portion of
this taken for section showed clot with syncytial tissue. It
was regarded as choriocarcinoma. X-ray of chest showed
several rounded opacities in both lung fields. Films taken
at intervals of a week or two showed these to be increasing
in size.

It was decided to start treatment by x-irradiation of the
lower abdomen and pelvis, in the first place. I was prepared
to go on and treat the chest metastases by thoracic x-ray
" bath " technique, if necessary. Treatment was commenced
on March 24, 1958, by a single large anterior field, 15 by
20 cm. (Technical factors: 250 KV, HVL 1.5 mm. Cu;
50 cm. FSD). At this time the patient's condition was
rapidly deteriorating. She was losing bright blood P.V.,
there was diffuse rigidity of the lower abdomen, and some
fixed flexion of the left hip due to spasm of the ilio-psoas
muscle (invaded by tumour deposits), and she was coughing
up small quantities of blood. The course of treatment was
completed on April 16, a dose of 2,500 r being delivered to
anterior and posterior fields, the through and through
tumour dose being of roughly the same order.
During and following treatment the uterine bleeding

diminished, became brown, and finally ceased. The abdo-
minal rigidity and spasm of ilio-psoas gradually passed
off. X-ray if chest on the last day of treatment showed
disappearance of some opacities, and shrinkage of others.
By May, 1958, the patient was up and walking about
normally, there were no abnormal signs in pelvis or abdo-
men, and x-rays showed further shrinkage of pulmonary
opacities. Aschheim-Zondek test was negative in dilutions
of 1/10 to 1/50.
The patient has remained well since apart from occasional

fits (she has been subject to epileptic seizures since the age
of 15). X-rays of chest showed disappearance of all
metastases, except for one small shadow at left apex still
visible as late as April, 1959. By January, 1960, x-ray of

chest was completely clear. When last seen (in July, 1960)
she was in excellent health.

There can be no question that this patient had a highly
malignant choriocarcinoma. Treatment directed to the
primary tumour (the uterus was not removed) and pelvic
metastases was followed quickly by regression of all
signs of disease in the treated area. The pulmonary
deposits also diminished concurrently, but took longer
to clear altogether; these could not have been influenced
directly by the abdomino-pelvic irradiation.
What can one conclude from this experience ? Chorio-

carcinoma of the uterus is reputed to be an extremely
radio-sensitive tumour. (Oddly enough, it is hardly
mentioned in the four main standard textbooks of radio-
therapy published in England, and I have not had oppor-
tunity to search the literature.) Sceptics may argue that
regression would have taken place spontaneously in this
case, but the concurrence with radiotherapy would seem
a remarkable coincidence.

Ablation of the primary tumour and the ovaries
(whether by surgery or irradiation) seems to be followed
in some cases by regression of metastases-as though
these had not a completely autonomous viability, but
were perhaps, in some sense, " hormone-dependent."
Of the six cases reported, hysterectomy and oophor-
ectomy was performed in three out of five cases who
survived. Credit for control of the disease in the
remaining two cases can only be given to the cytotoxic
drugs-and most convincingly in Case 5.

I hope the authors will not take this comment as
grudging or hypercritical of their therapeutic efforts.
But I would make a plea that the potential value of
radiotherapy should not be overlooked in this desperate
condition, in which the dangers and discomforts of drug
treatment are clearly considerable.-I am, etc.,
Radiotherapy Department, D. K. SAMBROOK.
Swansea Hospital.
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Meigs's Syndrome
SIR,-Dr. Peter A. Emerson (August 6, p. 467) once

again suggests that a pleuro-peritoneal opening is
responsible for the hydrothorax in Meigs's syndrome.
He ignores clinical evidence: for aspiration of the
hydrothorax may lead to complete disappearance of the
pleural effusion, even though in the same case the
ascites recurs despite repeated tappings. This was a
striking feature in Lawson Tait's case,' the first to be
treated successfully by ovariotomy, and in a case
recently reported by me.2 Nor is the suggestion of a
one-way valve-like communication between the two
cavities acceptable. Cowan and his colleagues,3 using
radioactive colloidal gold (198Au), have demonstrated
the existence of a pathway from pleural to peritoneal
cavity as well as in the opposite direction. The per-
centage dosage of isotope delivered to the opposite
cavity excluded the possibility of a direct communica-
tion, since the amount transported was not proportional
to the volume of fluid in each cavity. Dr. E. W. Emery
and I have recently confirmed this experiment, using a
different tracer. Furthermore, simultaneous estimation
of the concentration of the tracer in the bloodstream
does not point to this route as a likely means of transfer.
Some form of rapid lymphatic transport across the
diaphragm is therefore the only possible route; it is

 on 24 M
ay 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://w

w
w

.bm
j.com

/
B

r M
ed J: first published as 10.1136/bm

j.2.5200.736-a on 3 S
eptem

ber 1960. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://www.bmj.com/


SEPT. 3, 1960 CORRESPONDENCE BRmSH 737
MEDICAL JOURNAL

rapid, for tracer injected into the pleural cavity appears
in the ascitic fluid in less than 15 minutes. The anatomy
of these transdiaphragmatic lymph paths is reviewed by
Rubin and his colleagues.4 The mystery, as Dr. Emerson
says, is why hydrothorax is not present in every case of
ascites; one must postulate some functional or struc-
tural abnormality of the usual lymphatic channels as
the basic cause of this syndrome.

Finally, I agree that Dr. E. Laidlaw Thomson's case
(June 18, p. 1866) cannot be accepted as an instance of
Meigs's syndrome. Meigs himself5 6 has laid down the
following criteria for the diagnosis of the syndrome:
(1) the tumour must be benign, solid, and of ovarian
origin; (2) ascites and hydrothorax must be present;
(3) removal of the tumour must be followed by dis-
appearance of the effusions with no recurrence (my
italics).

Cases of ascites and hydrothorax associated with
ovarian cysts or carcinoma come into the category of
pseudo-Meigs's syndrome, and do not necessarily fulfil
the third of the above criteria. For similar reasons, one
cannot agree to the " looser use of the term " to include
pleural effusion complicating other causes of ascites
such as liver cirrhosis. Plasma protein and electro-
phoretic studies of the effusions in such cases may show
abnormalities which are never present in the true
Meigs's syndrome.-I am, etc.,
London, W.I. H. E. REISS.
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Cat Phobia
SIR,-The paper by Dr. H. L. Freeman and Dr. D. C.

Kendrick (Journal, August 13, p. 497) will be found most
stimulating by those interested in developing new and
shorter methods for the treatment of neurosis.
On technique: Wolpe's 'method is based on the

presentation of a graded series of stimuli, on each
occasion keeping the anxiety response minimal. Non-
anxious responses become associated with the stimuli;
the consequent breaking up of the phobic avoidance
cycle can be likened to the reciprocal inhibition of
the experimental psychologist. There is an alternative,
though in some respects opposite, technique available.'
Here the subject exposes himself to the phobic stimulus,
but makes every effort to produce a maximum anxiety
response within himself. He steadily concentrates his
full attention on his anxiety sensations, and their physical
concomitants, without making any effort to terminate
them by " escape." The intention, by analogy, is for the
patient to build up a reactive inhibition to the anxiety
response (subjectively experienced, after a few minutes'
unpleasantness, as a tendency for the mind to wander
or a sense of irksomeness, even boredom). When finally
he is unable to sustain concentration on his anxiety any
longer, and his sensations or thoughts change, still in the
presence of the phobic stimulus, what may be likened to
a habitual inhibition of anxiety takes place. Repeated
practice of such exercises can certainly relieve some
phobics of their disability.

If, in the reciprocal inhibition method, a certain
amount of anxiety is in fact produced, but " escape " is
not taken because the patient feels she is not going to

be overwhelmed, it may be that something akin to
reactive inhibition is being generated there, too, and is
perhaps one component of the improvement. This
might well be the case in some of the instances Wolpe
describes2; there the patient deliberately practises
physical muscular relaxation as he is taken up the
stimulus gradient.

I have had successes and failures with both methods.
Practitioners wishing to try behaviour therapy might find
either method worthy of a trial if the other fails.-I am,
etc.,
London, N.W.8. NICOLAS MALLESON.
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Imaginary Poverty
SIR,-Dr. A. W. Beatson (August 6, p. 468) draws

attention to two important symptoms which characterize
severe depressive illnesses occurring especially in the
involutional period. The first is the commonly encoun-
tered delusion of poverty which may feature as part of
the general self-depreciation and self-condemnation that
these patients express.
The second symptom occurs less commonly. This is

essentially a delusion of immortality, a denial of the
possibility of death, leading to the type of behaviour that
Dr. Beatson describes.

This is encountered in Cotard's syndrome,' 2 a variety
of severe depression in which this delusion may occur in
association with the characteristic nihilistic ones (delire
de negation).

Modified electroplexy produces a dramatic improve-
ment in these severely depressed patients, who frequently
gain a remarkable degree of insight into the various
ideas they previously expressed.-I am, etc.,

Beckenham, Kent. ANTHONY D. ISAACS.
Cotard, J., Maladies Crebrale, 1891. Paris.

2 Ey, H., Etuides Psychiatriques, 1954. D6sclee de Brouwer, Paris.

Child Psychiatry
SIR,-Dr. A. K. Graf (August 20, p. 600) is anxious

to discover why the field of child psychiatry does not
attract more, and suitable, young men (and he does not
mention women). Surely one of the reasons for the
failure of young doctors to specialize in this field is the
fact that they have been taught so little about it. Very
few young doctors, when the time comes for them to
decide upon their future in a particular branch of medi-
cine, are in a position to know much about children at
all-let alone their psychological aspects. Unless they
have held a paediatric house appointment or have
children of their own most people cannot be certain
at this stag that they wish to devote themselves to
children as a specialty at all. It is often only later,
when already committed to general practice or another
specialty, and his own children begin to make them-
selves felt, that a doctor's interest in the possibilities of
this work tnay be aroused.

I should like to suggest that this is a field in which
far more use could be made of young married women
doctors. With young families of their own they are
very much in touch with the day-to-day problems of
bringing up children, and actually experiencing many
of them themselves. If it were not for the fairly
rigorous training for the D.P.M., which includes a full-
time (and wholly resident) year in a mental hospital,
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