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Monteggia fractures
Monteggia described the injury complex named after him in
1814: a fracture of the proximal third of the shaft of the ulna,
with dislocation of the radial head from both the superior
radioulnar and the radiohumeral joints. The radial head may
come to lie either anteriorly or posteriorly. Though rare, the
fracture occurs in both adults and children and is sometimes
associated with fractures around the wrist.'
The fracture has a justifiably bad reputation and gives rise

to both diagnostic and therapeutic problems. Over 100 years
passed after Monteggia's description before these were solved.
The results of faulty management are appalling. Watson-
Jones2 reviewed 34 Monteggia fracture-dislocations treated by
many surgeons and found that 32 patients had serious per-
manent disabilities.
The improvement in the management of Monteggia

fractures has come from internal fixation but the first require-
ment is early accurate diagnosis. This is not as simple as might
be thought, for the first x-ray film may show the ulnar
fracture with the radial head normally located. Subsequent
films may show that the radial head has become displaced. If
the follow-up radiograph is omitted the fracture will heal with
the radial head in the dislocated position. All patients who have
a fracture of the proximal third of the ulna must, therefore, be
assumed to have a Monteggia fracture until later x-ray films
prove that the radial head is stable and remains correctly
located throughout healing.
The fracture occurs in two ways. Most often it is caused

by a fall on the outstretched hand accompanied by twisting of
the patient's body, forcibly pronating the forearm. Less often
the cause is a violent blow to the forearm-as when a victim
raises his arm to ward off an attack with a blunt instrument. In
our age of increasing street violence this type of injury may
increase.

There is only one exception to the rule that these fractures
must always be treated surgically. In young children who
suffer a greenstick fracture of the ulna, manipulation and the
application of a well-padded plaster with the elbow fixed at
about 80° may be sufficient to cure the problem, but careful
supervision and repeated x-ray examinations are essential. All
other such fractures must be treated by open reduction. The
ulnar shaft should be exposed and the fracture reduced and
fixed in position by intramedullary nailing or plating. Once the
length of the ulna is reconstituted manipulative reduction of
the radial head may correct this part of the injury complex. A
full plaster from metacarpal heads to the insertion of the
deltoid muscle is essential to hold the elbow at a right-angle
with the forearm supinated.

Reduction of the radial head by manipulation may not be
possible because of the obstruction caused by the torn annular
ligament. If this is the case the radial side of the elbow joint
should be explored, the offending part of the ligament excised,
and the head reduced under direct vision. Rarely, the radial
head may need to be held in position by Kirschner wires, but
reconstruction of the ligament is generally not necessary. The
fracture usually heals in six to eight weeks.
The radial head should not be removed early in the manage-

ment of this injury complex. Such ill-advised surgery may well
produce traumatic ossification and may lead to a disruption of
the distal radioulnar joint because of the proximal migration
of the radius. Excision of the radial head may be necessary in
adults if the radius has been left in the dislocated position or if
the radial head has sustained a comminuted fracture, but only
after the ulnar fracture has healed. In children the head is best
left alone, no matter what its position, until growth has ceased.3
Late surgical reduction and reconstruction of the annular
ligament is a difficult procedure, and the results are usually
poor.
The catalogue of complications of the Monteggia fracture is

completed by cross-union between the radius and ulna and
non-union of the ulnar shaft-both uncommon. Fortunately
for orthopaedic surgeons and patients alike, this unpleasant
fracture-dislocation is a comparative rarity.
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Evaluation of
laboratory tests
The mistaken belief that the NHS is "free" has lulled too
many doctors and patients into equating "want" with "need,"
leading to continually increasing demand instead of the falling
demand envisaged by Beveridge. Successive governments have
recognised the problem and have responded by ever-tighten-
ing austerity and measures such as cash limits. The current
emphasis is on seeking savings without detriment to standards
of patient care, and the hospital sector has been singled out for
the chief examination. In particular, there has been almost a
crusade for cutting laboratory costs.

This crusade is based on the beliefl 2 that the large range of
easily performed and relatively cheap tests now available has
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