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THE TREATMENT OF

UTERINE FIBROIDS.*
BY

ARTHUR E. GILES, M.D.LOND., B.Sc.,
F.R.C.S. EDIN.,

GYNA3COLOGIST, PRINCE OF WALES'S GENERAL HOSPITAL,
TOTTENHAM.

PRIOR to a hundred. years ago there was no
treatment known for uterine fibroids. The pioneer
work of Ephraim McDowell, Charles White, and
Spencer Wells in the removal of ovarian tumours
paved the way for attempts at the operative
removal of uterine fibroids. Some successful cases
were recorded, but in the. main the operative
results were appalling; and on the principle that
it is better to live as an invalid than to die cured,
wise doctors in those days advised their patients
to wait on the chance that the change of life would
bring about an amelioration of their condition.
Courageous surgeons, however, were still feeling
their way to improvement in methods; and the
extra-peritoneal serre-noeud operation brought
about a marked reduction in mortality, which fell
to about 30 to 40 per cent. Even with this improve-
ment, hysterectomy was still a very formidable
operation, and it is not surprising that while
surgeons were doing their part, physicians were
looking for an alternative plan. So they called to
their aid the force of electricity, the applications
of which were still in their infancy; and the
electrical treatment of fibroids found some enthu-
siastic advocates, of whom Apostoli will always
be the best remembered. I visited his clinic in

_* Abstract of a Post-Graduate Lecture given at the North-
East London Post-Graduate College, Prince of Wales's General
Hospital, on July 28th, 1926.

Paris in 1892, and the net result of what I saw was
the conviction that the value of the treatment was
just nothing. At the present time the electrical
treatment of fibroids is as extinct as the serre-nceud
operation.

Happily, surgery was persevering in its efforts;
and in the early 'nineties the foundation of the
modern operation of hysterectomy was laid by
the intra-peritoneal treatment of the cervical
stump, with direct ligation of the uterine arteries.
The mortality incidental to hysterectomy again
showed a decisive drop, although it was still very
high as judged by the standard of to-day. This
led surgeons themselves to wander along another
by-path-namely, the vaginal route-in the hope
of a lower death-rate. For cases in which the
tumour was too large to allow a vaginal hysterec-
tomy, the plan was devised of cutting it up and
removing it piece-meal by what was called
" morcellement "-truly a bloody operation.
By improvements in asepsis and in technique,

abdominal hysterectomy soon triumphed over rival
methods, and came to be recognised as the standard
surgical procedure for fibroids. But there are
always some, and probably there always will be
,some, who hanker after the treatment of tumours
by any other method than the obvious one of
removing them; and the searchers after the
bloodless plan were comforted at the beginning of
this century when the eclipse of the electrical star
was succeeded by the rise of a more potent planet-
namely, radiation by means of X rays and radium.
This brings us down to the present time, when
it may be said that the rival claims of radiology
and surgery contend for the mastery in -the treat-
ment of fibroids. The object of this short historical
review has been to show why it happens that
surgery is not in undisputed possession of the field,
and I wish now to examine and appraise the value
of these rival claims.

 on M
ay 23, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://pm

j.bm
j.com

/
P

ostgrad M
ed J: first published as on 1 January 1927. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://pmj.bmj.com/

