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Sir.—1 have the honour to submit to you a report th regard to The Poisoning
of Horses by S. Hadwen, D.V.Se., Pathologist, Veterinary Research Laboratory,
Arassiz, B.C., and F A. Bruce. V.S, Assistant Pathologist, Agassiz, B.C., and
request that it be printed as Bulletin No. 26.

I have the honour to be, sir,
Your obedient servant,
F. TORRANCE,
Veterinary Director General.

OrrawaA, 30th May, 1917
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THE POISONING OF HORSES BY THE COMMON BRACKEN

Pteris aquilina L.
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tribut i cems probal th t fern can trouble elsewher Dur t hard
winte f 1915-1916 the mortalit t horses in the Fraser Valley and Vi
couver Island was very heavy \s an extreme instanee we eite the following In the
little village of St. Elmo, B.C.. out of twenty-four horses owned by eleven farmers,
xteen died of bracken poisoning, four recovered and the balanee (four) did not take
the disease ['o determing whether bracken was the eause of the diseas
known loeally as Staggers or not, it was deeided to conduet some experiment Per
mission was obtained from the Veterinary Director General to buy the necessary

animals and ineriminated feed. As the disease has only been reported when horses
have been confined, it was decided to simulate in so far as possible the conditions under
which animals beeame affeeted. Tt was commonly believed by the majority of people

*NoOTH In compiling th bulletin it has been necessary to include yme matter which may
not be of particular interest to the average reader The ittention of farmer is especially
directed to the paragraphs dealing with the following Summary of experiments, symptoms

treatment and the eradication of fern




e g A Bt e

Id weather was partly responsible for the disorder, but the only bearing suc
has on the ease is that during cold weather the animals get little or no exereise an
ire not able to ~.‘!M«er.1 their food by picking gra or other green food. 'l
horses attacked are usually those that receive the minimum amount of eare, but well
cared for greedy horses may contract the disease through eating their bedding whie
often consists of bracken that has been left in their mangers
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I'he stomach contained about two quarts of a sticky light olive green liquid,
which proved t mtain bile by Gemlin's test, There were some red spots at the
junction the cardine mucous membrane. The small intestines were empty, much

wrinkled and covered with a greenish yellow mucus.
well chewed food All the other organs
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Note intoxicated look of the eve. Case No. 4 ’
]

‘ Fig. 2.- Horse staggering. Case No. 4, "



Fig. 3.—Stomach of Case No. 2.
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In the March number of 7

Lmerican Journal ¢ Velerina WVediein |

Pammel, of the Towa State College. reviewed a preliminary communiecation made
us before the British Columbia Veterinary Association, at Vancouver, DB.(
December 6, 1916, In view of Dr. Pammel’s well known association with poison
plants, it may b interest to quote his words, vi “The bracken is an extremely
common plant along the entire Pacitie coast, ]‘4"1”‘ in Oregon and Washing

d from British Columbia to Alaska. I'he experiments seem to show that
bracke poisonou I'his fern, like many others related to it, has been regarded :
e Howey there are few definite faets on the nature of the po
M it all the ferns contain fil cid and a fixed 1 | In t
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Fig. 4.—Young plant of - the

A common bracken
(Pteris aquilina 1..)

nature of the plant. We hope that this investigation will be fortheoming.”

While up to the present we have not had any satisfactory analyses made, the
physiological experiments cannot be gainsaid, and further, we drew attention to the
fact that on all farms visited by us where the disease existed, bracken was present in
the hay.

That the toxie principle is insoluble in water has been established, as in addition
to the feeding experiments already mentioned, a watery extract was prepared and

blog

wis no variation in the percentages
the different leucoeyt
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administered to a horse, twice a day for some sixty-four days. This extraet was con
centrated down until one eubie centimeter was approximately equivalent to one
gramme of the dried fern,  The usual daily dose was two thousand ee., hut one day

as high as five the ssand five hundred ce. was administered.  In all the animal received
the equivalent of about two hundred and ninety pounds of fern, during which time

he was only fed elean hay and was not allowed any exercise.  No symptoms of brack

poisoni were noted, notwithstanding the faet that this animal had consumed, i

the form of an extract, one hundred pounds more than the amount of dried fern neces
sary to kill experimental horse No. 3.
I'he disease as it occurs on the average farm in British Columbia is brought about

in the following manner:

Bracken ¢ Pteris aguilina 1 is found in a lar imount of the hay grown in the
]m\'r}uxhd the provinee, « ]nw.wH‘ so on newly eleared or poorly worked farms, d
it 1= on such farms that the discase i most common. During the severe weather the
animals are confined for a long period, and ne too liberal an allowanee of hay give
cach animal, the result being that horses that otherwise would leave the bracken
their mangers are foreed to eat it (We have never seen an animal eat green bracke
and as a general rule horses do not cat dried bracken unl recd t ept oreedy
horses that eat their bedding, which often consists of fern rejected out of their hav.)
I'he affeeted horses in nearly all eases received but little else than hay in the shape of
food; where animals were given plenty of hay and roots, with oceasional feed f bra
ind oats, no trouble of this nature oceurred. In this connection it may be remarked
that no cases were reported in the eity stables,  While it is evident that a small
amount of bracken ean be caten with impunity, large amounts coupled with unhygienie
surroundings and lack of variety in diet will bring on the trouble

I'hough the cause of this d 1se¢ had not been detinitely established heretof
veterinarians have been quite succe ssful in treating the malady if they wer
carly enough, and when at all possible farmers are strongly advised to summmn ieh

professional aid as is available.

/mploms Usually the first indieation of trouble noticed by the owner 1
unsteady gait upon taking the animal out to I'he appetite is usually good
Animal inelined to constipation.  Eye conge lanks tucked up. Nervousn
In the later stages if the head is raised the may fall.  Stands with the legs

spread and has a distinetly intoxicated look. Greedy horses are most liable to attacl

I'reatment.—The treatment recommended by Dre. S, F. Tolmie, of Victoria, B.(
who has had a great deal of experience with such cases is as follows:—Remove all
ferny hay and bedding.  Administer a good brisk purgative, such a o
even drachms, ealomel one drachm, and ginger one drachm. Half-ounce doses of
potassium bromide twice a day in the feed or drinking water. One to two drachins

of potassium iodide three times a is recommended.  Give medicine in the feed o
drinking water or with a syringe. Feed laxative food sueh as bran mash and earr
Give enemas if necessary. When animal is very groggy place in slings with extreme
care, avoiding exeitement as much as possible. Tie with guy ropes on both sid

front and behind.  Slings should be applied so that the belt presses lightly on the
abdomen when the animal is standing ercet, but so that on the least flexion of the
joints support will be given. In some eases eold packs to the head are recommended
Recovery after this form of treatment is the rule, but if begun too late, losses will
occeur., Care is needed in giving medicines to avoid unnecessary exeitement as rough

handling will invariably aggravate the symptoms.

To the farmer who is unable to secure professional aid we would suggest the
following treatment:— First remove all ferny hay and bedding. Give a quart of ra

linseed oil, taking espeeial eare that none falls into the lungs. Give god d elean hay

warm bran mashes and roots.  The horse should be kept as quiet as possible, owing t
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its nervous exeitability. Warmth is of aid in combating the affection whilst a cold
draughty stable tends to lower the vitality.

The Eradication of Bracken—We have taken some pains to find out if there was
any bulletin or other information on this subject. The only bulletin we can find deal-
ing with this matter is one written by II. R, Cox, of the United States Department of
Agriculture, entitled, * Eradication of ferns from pasture lands in the Eastern United
States” (Farmers' Bulletin, 687). Ie recommends methods which can be used in
the Eastern States and says that the Department of Agriculture has not investigated
the fern problem in the West. Various methods have been tried but the two that have
given the best success are spraying with solutions of salt and eutting.

Two treatments
a year, either spraying or cutting, are advised.

The best time to treat ferns is stated
to be just before sporing, or about the middle of June and the middle of August.

Cut-
ting is somewhat cheaper than spraying.

In the East with ferns at an average thick-
ness in a pasture a man ought to cover about 2} acres a day; in the West where the
ferns grow much more vigourously the labour entailed would be greater. Probably
the best method for the West would be a combination of cutting and choking out the
fern with red clover, as a good stand of clover tends to weaken the fern. Since bracken
has now been definitely proved to cause poisoning in horses, we would urge all farmers
to make determined efforts to get rid of the plant and to keep all fodder containing it
away from their horse stables, even in the shape of bedding

Leknowledgments—We beg to acknowledge the valuable information given by

Drs. Tolmie and Derby, especially as regards statistics and treatment of the affection.
To Dr. F. Torrance, Veterinary Director General, we owe thanks for his interest in our

investigation.
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