Early Adventures with Chloroform in Pictou, N.S. 
By: K. A. MacKenzie, M.D. 


The Family Bible is responsible for the preservation of many interesting records. Of special interest to the medical profession is of the late Mr. R. P. Fraser of Pictou: “Robert Peter, born March 22nd, 1848. At the birth of this, the seventh child, chloroform was used for the first time in Canada during child birth.” The child referred to was Mr. R. P. Fraser, a highly respected citizen of the town of Pictou, who died on August 30th, 1923, at the age of seventy-five. He frequently boasted to his friends that he was the first child at whose birth chloroform was used in Canada, and was evidently proud of this unique distinction. 


The “Presbyterian Witness” has preserved for us some interesting records on the use of chloroform. In the copy of February 5th, 1848, appears the following: “Dr. Almon amputated the thumb of a woman in the poor asylum Tuesday morning, in the presence of Doctor Parker of this city, and Doctor Brown of Horton. This case is published, not for the purpose of inviting attention to the operation, but to the effects of the agent employed to prevent pain. The Chloroform was administered by inhaling from a soft rag applied to the nose and mouth for a few minutes. The patient very soon became insensible to pain, and the operation, occupying perhaps ten minutes, was finished before sensibility returned. On walking the poor woman expressed her gratitude in the warmest form, and in the judgement of all present the success of the operation was complete.” 

In the same paper of March 11th, 1848, the following appeared: “An operation was performed on Friday last, by Dr. Almon at the Halifax Poor’s Asylum, in the presence of many of the medical men of the city, upon a poor woman, under the influence of chloroform. The patient upon first inhaling the chloroform was a little excited, but after a short time became more tranquil, and finally sank into a state of partial lethargy. The operation, (Amputation of the leg above the knee) was then commenced. Before it was completed, she so far came to herself as to sing and converse, though rather incoherently, with those about her. When the operation was finished and the stump partly dressed on being asked if she was ready to have her leg taken of, she gave her assent, and for some time, could not be persuaded that it had already been done, as she had experienced no pain. The medical men present expressed themselves satisfied with the result of the chloroform which quite equalled their expectations. 


“The Chloroform made use of on this occasion (on the purity of which the producing of its characteristic effect depends) was manufactured by J. D. B. Fraser, Esq., Chemist of Pictou.” 


Both of these antedate the date of Mr. Fraser’s birth. At this point, one should recall that Sir James Young Simpson first administered chloroform in childbirth on November 4th, 1847, and published his notes about one week later. The news of this wonderful discovery had barely reached this side of the Atlantic when a modest chemist in a small shop in the town of Pictou began experiments with chloroform under conditions which to us appear truly remarkable. He found the formula in a London medical journal and set work to produce the substance himself. He prepared it, purified it, and supplied it to doctors in Halifax. This was less than four months after Simpson’s first administration. Two weeks later he had the courage to administer it to his wife for the relief of labor pains. 

Mr. J. D. B. Fraser was born in Pictou in February 11th, 1807. He established his drug business in 1828 and carried on his business until his death in 1869. He was a man of more than ordinary ability. He was a chemist in the true sense, and represented a type not found in a modern drug business. In his day, drugs were manufactured locally. The large manufacturing house had not appeared. Besides his early adventures with anaesthesia, he was interested in other new features, especially antiseptics, and his wisdom and achievements are still discussed by his admirers in the old town. His name still adorns the shop window, although the business has passed out of the Fraser family. 

In 1853, Mr. R. P. Fraser had an operation on his eye under chloroform, but this was  five years subsequent to his birth, and anaesthesia had ceased to be a novelty. His father for a considerable time supplied chloroform for use in Nova Scotia. 

