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X1. Sosme Obfervations upon Myrrh, made in Abyflinia,
in the Year 1771, and fent to William Hunter, M. D.
with Specimens, in February, 1775. By James Bruce,

E/q.

R“‘dc;%l;"e 1 HE ancients, and particularly p1osco-
) RIDES, have fpoken of myrrh in fuch

a manner, as to leave us no alternative, but to fuppofe
either that they have defcribed a drug which they had
never {een; or, that the drug {fecen and defcribed by them
is abfolutely unknown to modern naturaliits and phyfi-
cians. The Arabs, however, who form the link of
the chain between the Greek phyficians and ours, in
whofe country the myrrh was produced, and whofe lan~
guage gave it its name, have left us undeniable evidence,
that what we know by the name of myrrh, isin nothmg
different from the myrrh of the ancients, growing in the
fame countries from which it was brought formerly to
Greece; that is, from the Eaft coaft of Arabia Felix, bor-
dering on the Indian Ocean, and that low land in Aby{-
finia on the South-eaft of the Red-fea, included nearly
between the 12th and 13th degree of North latitude,
and limited on the Weft by a meridian paffing through
the ifland Maffowa; and on the Eaft by another, pafling
through Cape Guardfoy, without the ftraits of Bab el
Mandel. This country the Greeks knew by the name
of
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of the Troglodytria; not to be confounded with another
nation of Troglodytes, very different in all refpects, liv~
ingin the forefts between Abyflinia and Nubia.  The
myrrh of the Troglodytes was always preferred to that
of Arabia; and it has maintained this preference to
ourdays. That part of Abyflinia being half over-run
and fettled, half wafted and abandoned, by a barbarous
nation from the Southward, very little correfpondence
or commerce has been fince carried on between the Ara-
bians and that coaft; unlefs by fome defperate adven-
tures of Mahometan merchants, made under favourable
andaccidental circumf{tances, which have fometimes fuc-
ceeded, and very often likewife have mifcarried.  The
moft frequent way by which this Troglodyte myrrh is
exported, is from Maflowa, a fmall Abyflinian ifland, on
the coaft of the Red-fea. But notwithftanding this, the
quantity of Abyflinian myrrh is fo very {mall, in com-
parifon of that of Arabia fent to Grand Cairo, that we
may fafely attribute to this only the reafon, why our
myrrh is not {o good in quality as the myrrh of the an-
cients, which was Abyffinian. Although thofe bar-
barians make ufe of the gum, leaves, and bark, of this
tree, in difeafes to which they are {ubjeét; yet, as very
little is wanted for fuch purpofes, and the tree is the
common timber of the country, this does not hinder them
from cutting it down every day, to burn for the common
ufes of life; and as they never plant, or replace the trees
deftroyed, it is probable, that in fome years the true
Troglodyte myrrh will not exift; and the erroneous de-
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{criptions of the Greek phyficians will lead pofterity, as
they have done us now, into various conjectures, all of
them falfe, upon the queftion, what that myrrh of the
ancients was?

Though the myrrh of the Troglodytes was fupe-
rior to any Arabian, yet the Greeks perceived, that it
was not all of equal goodnefs. PLINY and THEOPHRAS~
TUs make this difference to arife from the trees being
partly wild, partly cultivated. But this is an imagi~
nary reafon; all the trees were wild. But it was the
age of the tree and its health, the manner of making
the cut or wound in it, the time of gathering the myrrh,
and the circumftances of the climate when it was ga-
thered, that conftantly determined, and does yet deter-
mine, the quality of the drug. In order to have
myrrh of the firft, or moft perfect fort, the {favages chufe
a young, vigorous tree, whofe bark is without mofs, or
anry parafite-plant; and, above the firft large branches,
give the tree a deep wound with an axe. The myrrh
which flows, the firft year, through this wound, is myrrh
of the firft growth; and never in very great quantity.
This operation is performed fome time after the rains
have ceafed; thatis, from April to June; and the myrrh
is produced in July and Auguft, 'The {ap once ac-
cuftomed to iflue through this gath, continues fo to do
{pontaneoufly, at the return of every feafon: but the
tropical rains, which are very violent, and continue fix
months, wafth fo much dirt, and lodge fo much water in
the cut, that in the fecond year, the tree has begun to

vot and turn foul in that part, and the myrrh is of a fe-
cond
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cond quality, and fells in Cairo about a third cheaper
than the firft.  The myrrh alfo produced from gafthes
near the roots, and in the trunks of old trees, is of the
fecond growth and quality, and fometimes worfe. This,
however, is the good myrrh of the Italian thops every
where but in Venice. It is of a blackifh red, foul colour,
folid and heavy, lofing little of its weight by being long
kept; and it is not eafily diftinguifhed from that of Ara-
bia Felix. The third and worft kind is gathered from
old wounds or gafhes, formerly made, in old trees; or
myrrh that, paffing unnoticed, has hung upon the tree
ungathered awhole year; black and earth-like in colour,
and heavy, with little fmell and bitternefs. This appa-
rently is the caucalis of the ancients.

PLINY {peaks of face, asif it was freth orliquidmyrrh;
and DIOSCORIDES, in his chapter upon it (cap. 67.), fays
fomething like this alfo. However, it is not credible,
that the ancients, either Greeks or Latins, placed at fuch
a diftance, could ever fee the myrrh in that ftate. The
natives of its country f{ay, that it hardens on the tree in-
ftantly, on being expofed to air; and I, who was feveral
months within four days journey of the place where it
grew, and hadthe favages quiteat my devotion to go and
come from thence, could never fee the neweft myrrh
fofter than the ftate it now is in; though, I think, it dif-
folved more perfectly in water, than when it had been
kept. DIOSCORIDES too mentions a kind of myrrh
which, he fays, was green, and of the confiftence of
pafte. But as sErRaPION and the Arabs fay, that_face
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was a preparation of myrrh diffolved in water, it is pro-
bable, that this unknown green kind of pI10scorIDES
was, like the falfe, a compofition of myrrh and fome
other ingredient, not a fpecies of Abyflinian myrrh,
which he could never have feen, either foft or green.
It-may be remarked, that when we buy frefh or new
myrrh, it has always a very ftrong, rancid, oily fmell;
and when thrown into water, glhbdules of an oily matter
{wim upon the furface. This greafinefs is not from the
myrrh; it is owing to the favages ufing goats-fkins
anointed with butter (to make them fupple) wherein to
‘put their myrrh at gathering; and in thefe {kins it re--
mains, and is brought to market: fo that, far from its
being a fault, as fome ignorant druggifts at Rome and
Venice believe, it is a mark that the myrrh is frefh ga-
thered, which is the beft quality that myrrh of the firft
{fort can have. Befides, far from hurting the myrrh,
this oily covering muft rather at firft have been of fer-
vice; as it certainly imprifons and confines the volatile
parts of new myrrh, which efcape in great quantities, to.
a very confiderable diminution in the weight.  The
piece of myrrh which I fend you, is what a fine tree,
lefs than fifteen inches diameter in the trunk at the bot-
tom, wounded in two places, produced at one of the
wounds,in theyear 1771. And itmay be regarded as the
only unexceptionable and authentic evidence, in Europe,
of what the Troglodyte myrrh was; unlefs it be thofe
pieces ftill remaining in my collection, and a piece, fome-
what {fmaller than yours, which I gave to the king of
France’s
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France’s cabinet at Paris. This piece which I fend
you, had loft near fix dragmes Troy of its weight, be-
tween the 27th of Auguft, 1771, and the 29th of June,
1773. It hasloft a very few grains fince. It was kept,
as were all the other pieces, with great care in cotton,
feparately in a box, to prevent its lofing weight by
friction.

OPOCALPASUM,

At the time when I was on the borders of the Tal-
Tal, or Troglodyte country, I fought to procure myfelf
branches and bark of the myrrh tree, enough preferved
to be able to draw it; but the length and ruggednefs of
the way, the heat of the weather, and the carelefsnefs
and want of refources of naked favages, always difap-
pointed me. In thofe goat-fkin bags into which I had
often ordered them to put {fmall branches,l always found
the leaves moftly in powder; fome few that were intire,
feemed to refemble much the acacia vera, but were wi-
der towards the extremity, and more pointed immedi-
ately at the end. In what order the leaves grew, I never
could determine. The bark was abfolutely like that of
the acacia vera; and among the leaves I often met with
a {fmall ftraight weak thorn, about two inches long.
'Thefe were all the circumiftances I could combine, rela-
tive to the myrrh tree, too vague and uncertain to rifk a
drawing upon, when there ftill remained {fo many de/-
derata concerning it; and as the king was obftinate not
to let me go thither, after what had happened to the fur-
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geon, mate, and boat’s crew, of the Elgin Indiaman, I
was obliged to abandon the drawing of the myrrh tree
to fome more fortunate traveller. At the {fame time
that I was taking thefe pains about the myrrh, I had de-
fired the favages to bring me all the gums they could
find, with the branches and bark of the trees that pro-
duced them. They brought me, at different times, fome
very fine pieces of incenfe, and at another time, a very
fmall quantity of a bright colourlefs gum, {weeter on
burning than incenfe; but no branches of either tree,
though I found this latter afterwards, in another part of
Abyflinia. But at all times they brought me quantities
of gum, of an even and clofe grain, and of a dark-brown
colour, which was produced by a tree called /g/z: and
twice I received branches of this tree in tolerable order;
and of thefe I made a drawing. Some weeks after,
walking in a Mahometan village, I {faw alarge tree, with
the whole upper part of the trunk and the large branches
fo covered with great bofles and knobs of gum, as to ap-
pear monftrous: and afking farther about the tree, I
found that it had been brought, many years before, from
the myrrh country by merchants, and planted there for
the fake of its gum, with which thefe Mahometans ftiff~
ened the blue Surat cloths, which they got damaged from
Mocha, to trade in with the Gallaand Aby{linians. Neither
the tree which they called /2/2, nor the name, nor the
gum, could allow me to doubt a moment that it was the
fame as what had been brought to me from the myrrh
country; but I had the additional fatisfaction to find the

tree
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tree all covered over with beautiful crimfon flowers, of
a very extraordinary and ftrange conftruction.  Ibegan
then a drawing anéw,, with all that fatisfaétion known
only to thofe who have been converfant in fuch difcove-

ries. I took pieces of the gum with me. Itisvery light
 GALEN complains, that in his time, the myrrh was often
mixed with a drug which he calls opocalpafum, by a
Greek name; but what this drug was, is totally unknown
to us at this day. But, as the only view of the favage,
in mixing another gum with his myrrh, muft have been
to increafe the quantity,and asthe great plenty, in which
this gum is produced, and its colour make it very pro-
per for this ufe; and above all, as there is 1o reafon to
think, there is another gum-bearing tree of equal quali~
ties in the country where the myrrh grows, it feems to
me next to a proof, that this muft have been the gpo-
calpafum.  1muft, however, confefs, that GALEN fays,
the opocalpafum was fo far from an innocent drug, that
it was a mortal poifon, and had produced very fatal ef-
fects. But as thofe Troglodytes, though now more
ignorant than formerly, are ftill well acquainted with the
properties of their herbs and trees, it is not poffible, that
the favage, defiring to increafe his fales, would mix them
with a poifon that muft needs diminifh them. And
we may therefore, without {cruple, fuppofe, that 3ALEN
was miftaken in the quality afcribed to this drug; and
that he might have imagined, that people died of the
opocalpafum, who perhaps really died of the phyfician.
Firft, becaufe we know of no gum or r¢/iz that is a
Vor. LXV. Kkk mortal
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mortal poifon: fecondly, becaufe, from the conftrution
of its parts, gum is very ill adapted for having the acti-
vity which violent poifon has; and confidering the {fmall
quantities in which myrrh is taken, and the opocalpa/um
could have been but in an inconfiderable proportion to
the myrrh, to have killed, it muft have been avery active
poxfon Thirdly, thefe accidents, from a known caufe,
mutft have brought myrrh into difufe, as certainly as the
Spaniards mixing a@z/enic with the bark, would banifh
that drug when we faw people die of it. Now this never
was the cafe: it maintained its charalter among the
Greeks and the Arabs, and {o down to our days; and a
modern phyfician thinks it might make man immortal,
if it could be rendered perfectly foluble in .the human
body. GALEN then was miftaken as to the poifonous
quality of the vpocalpa/um. The Greek phyficians knew
little of the natural hiftory of Arabia; lefs ftill of that of
Abyflinia; and we who have followed them know no-
thing of either.  This gum being put into water {wells
and turns white, and lofes all its glue; it refembles gum
adragant much in quality, and may be eaten fafely. This
{pecimen came from the Troglodyte country in the year
1771: a piece of myrrh from Arabia Felix, and a piece
of gum of the /gfa from Abyflinia were packed up
in another feparate box to be fent you for comparifon, .
but forgotten by my fervant. They will be fent here-
after. The /gfa, the tree which produces ‘the opocal~
paium, does not grow in Arabia. Arabian myrrh is ea~
fily known from Abv{linian by the following method:
take
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take a handful of the fmalleft pieces, found at the bot-
tom of the bafket where the myrrh was packed, and
throw them into a plate, and juft cover them with water
a littlewarm ; the myrrh will remain for fome time with-
out vifible alteration, for it diffolves flowly; but the gum
will fwell to five times its original fize, and appear fo
many white {pots amidft the myrrh.

The pieces fent you are, N° 1. Virgin Troglodyte
myrrh.  N° 2. The worft fort of Troglodyte myrrh,
called cgncabs. N° 3. Opocalpafum from, the myrrh-
country. '
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