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A NEW MORGUE FOR THE CITY OF MONTREAL
I'o the Editors of The Montreal Mbdical Journal.

Dear Sirs,—We have taken the liberty of suggesting

the arrangements necessary, from a medical point of view,

in connection with a morgue for the city of Montreal, as

the matter keeps cropping up from time to time in the

City Council, and no very definite idea appears to exist as

to what is needed.

One of us recently had an opportunity of visiting the

morgues of the following cities : Boston, New York, Phila-

delphia, Baltimore, Cincinnati, St. Louis and Chicago, for

the purpose of studying the arrangement and construction

of buildings of this description, and the other has taken

occasion to do the same with the morgue at Paris.

The general arrangement, apart from medical matters,

is a matter into which it would be out of place for us tc

enter fully here, as it does not come within our province

as physicians. We will therefore simply state that it

should be centrally placed and be in direct communication

with, or form part of a police station, in order that all matters

concerning the guarding and identification of bodies shall

be in the hands of the police.

In Montreal the morgue would naturall}'^ have to con-

tain a coroner's office and a court for holding inqi.ests, with

a separate room for witnesses. Some provision for the

safe keeping of the records is also necessary. There

should be an apartment for the janitor or guardian of the

building.

Medical Arrangement.—The essential requirements

are (1) the mortaary, (2) the room for autopsies, (3) the

laboratoi'y.

1. Mortuary.—A mortuary is required for keeping bodies
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during the pending of a medical examination or inquest

and for keeping unknown bodies as long as may be neces-

sary for identification. As this must be done without

(hinger to liealtli and without treating a nuisance, some

means must be employed to prevent the decomposition

of the bodies.

The system of cold storage i;^ a dry atmosphere at about

the freezing point is the only means which has been found

suitable for this purpose elsewhere and has the advantage

of costing very little, after the apparatus has been con-

structed.

A cold storage chamber suitable for the requirements of

Montreal could be made at a cost of about ^1,200 by build-

ing a chamber with double wooden walls, the ceiling con-

sisting of a galvanized iron tank filled either with brine

cooled artificially, or simply with a mixture of ice and salt.

By this means the temperature in the aix* space below can be

maintained at the freezing point for an indelinite time and

all danger of the nuisance and danger to health arising

from putrefaction avoided.

In Montreal, where ice is cheap and plentiful, its use

would be probably found more economical than that of

artificial means of obtaining cold, especially if the ice was

stored on the premises. In anj- case, if it was subsequently

found advisable to substitute some artificial process, such

»»s the ammonia distillation or expansion, no further change

would be required than simply fitting the expansion tubes

irjto the tank. By either artificial or natural cold the cost

ought not to exceed a couple of hundr^^d dollars per year.

The use of cold would only be neces.sary during the period

from May to November ; during the remainder of the year

sufficient cold can be obtained from the outside air by

having a fine opening outside.

Some provision for refrigerating is absolutely essential

for medico-legal purposes in Montreal, since during the

summer, especially in the case of drowned bodies, the

efiects of putrefaction make identification uncertain and

the results of autopsy unreliable, under ordinary condition s



in the course of a few hours. In addition, where it is

necessary to preserve organs for a time, pending inquiries

as to the necessity of a chemical analysis, putrefactive

alkaloids are producer! in them which tend to confuse the

results of the chemist and at the same time the poisonous

alkaloids tend to become destroyed.

Whether it is desirable to make a place where the bodies

of unknown persons are kept, a place of public show, which

any person shall be allowed to visit through morbid

curiosity, or whether the view of .such bodies should be re-

stricted to those who are professicmally or personally inter-

ested in their identification, is a question which can best

be decided by the police. There is much to be said on both

sides, but certainly the less the idea of a morgue is made
repugnant to the general public the better. In any case

means should be taken to secure that bodies which have

been identified shall not be needlessly exposed, and that as

far as possible inquirers shall only be obliged to see such

bodies as correspond in sex, age, etc., with the individual

whose identity it is sought to establish.

, By keeping a description of the body, clothing, etc.,

together with a photograph, in the coroner's office, it could

be at once stated whether any of the bodies in the morgue

corresponded with those sought. Photographs suitable for

this purpose can readily be taken with an ordinary Kodak
camera and can be printed at a cost of only a few cents

each. Such photographs would, in addition, form a per-

manent proof of the appearance of the body if it finally

had to be buried unidentified.

The chamber for viewing these bodies should be so

placed as to be accessible without interfering with the

other parts of the morgue. It could be illuminated either

by da)r light or by electricity, in which latter case the con-

sumption of ice would be decidedly less.

In connection with the mortuary there should be a room

in which undertakers could lay the bodies in coffins and in

which the bodies could be received. This should have a

mmmf^-]



separate entrance apart from that used by the public and

situated in the rear of the building.

The mortuary should communicate directly with the

post-mortciu room. The jury could view the body, if

necessary, in the mortuary.

2. Room for Autopsies.—The autopsies should be per-

formed in a large, well-ventilated room lighted partly from

above. This should be furnished with a suitable dissect-

ing table and instruments, weights and measures. Hot

and cold water should be provided and there should also

be a good artificial light, in caSe examinations have to be

made at night.

It is very essential that accommodation should be pro-

vided for physicians, medical students, law students and

other persons interested in medico-legal investigations, so

that they may have the benefit of seeing autopsies per-

formed. The absence of some such arrangement at present

is a serious drawback to the proper education of physicians

in medico-legal duties, the result of which is only too

apparent throughout the country.

Provision should of course be made by which, when it is

considered necessary by tiie judicial and police officials, an

autopsy may be perfectly private and only witnessed by

such persons as are officially necessary. This restriction

might seldom require to be enforced, but should be left

under the control of the coroner.

For autopsies which have to be held privately, or where

more than (me autopsy has to be held at the same time, a

smaller post-mortem room is required, connecting dii'ectly

with the mortuary and placed in a part of the building not

accessibl<3 to the public. By this means, when it is neces-

sary to order the removal of a body from a private house

in order to secure a more thorough medical examination,

the friends and relatives could be assured that the body

would not be exposed to the public view.

3. Laboratory.—In connection with the autopsies micro-

scopical examination is often necessary before an opinion
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can be given, and ihe examination of blood-stains, hairs aud

other substanced iH often necessary. For this reason a

small laboratory, provided with the necessary apparatus

and fittings, should adjoin the post-mortem room.

Part of this labratory should be arranged for making
simple chemical examinations, especially of the blood,

urine and the cont<^)nts of the stomach. It would probably

not be expedient to provide a fully equipped chemical

laboratory for elaborate chemical analysis, as this work is

better entrusted to some regular chemical laboratory in

important cases. In poisoning by certain volatile sub-

stances, notably prussic acid, it may be necessary to have

the reagents for a chemical test immediately at hand. In

connection with the laboratory a supply of jars suitable

for preserving organs for analysis should of course be

always available.

In poisoning cases it is often necessary to perform ex-

periments in order Uy establish the poisonous nature of the

substances isolated by the chemists. As such work alone,

should be made jointly with the physicians of the morgue,

a room for k(;eping animals under observation should be

available somewhere in or near the building.

In connection with the autopsies it is often neces-siEiry to

consult books of roi'tTi-nvr in regard to a number of special

anatomical and othcM* details which it is impossible to re-

tain in the memory. A collection of standard books on

legal medicine should therefore be available.

It is often necessary while studying an injury to com-

pare it with other similar injuries, and for this purpose a

collection of medico-legal specimens should be available.

A small museum would not necessarily involve an increase

in the size of the morgue, as the rooms containing it could

be also employed for other purposes.

The inaceration of skeletons is from time to time neces-

sary in order to determine questions of identity or to study

the nature of injuries. Specimens exhibited in court are

often of great value in explaining the true nature of

injuries to the jury.
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In concluding, we wish t > state that there are two classes

of morgues : The one, are those employed dimply as places

of deposit for dead bodies ; the other those which form

recognized centres of medico-legal investigation and teach-

ing, anu have raised legal medicine to its present importat t

position. As both classes of morgue cost practically the

same sura to build and equip, the future success or failure

of a morgue depends upon how it is designed and above

all how it is con^'ucted. It is to be hoped that in provid-

ing a morgue those in authority will furnish one in every

way worthy of this city.

A building such as we have suggested could, as has

already been pointed out by Coroner McMahon, be con-

structed by capitalizing the sum now annually paid by the

coroner's court in connection with the transport and care

of bodies, rooms for juries, and so forth. If built in con-

nection with the police station the annual cost of heat,

lighting and attendance would form but a trifling amount.

In the American cities mentioned above, and in most

European cities, the construction and running expenses

of morgues are met by the municipalities. In the case

of Montreal it appears as if expenses in connection with

transport, preservation, guarding and burial of bodies, as

well as arrangements to prevent nuisance or danger to

health, should legally belong to the city, while those in

connection with judicial or medical study of the cases

should be borne by the Province.

No doubt an amicable arrangement could be readily

arrived at by which a satisfactory service could be obtained

at an outlay not exceeding that required for our present

very primitive arrangements. 5-
:

.

(Signed) Wyatt Johnston. '.

George ViLLENEUVE.
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