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Summary. The  sudden  and  u n e x p e c t e d  d e a t h  of  a 40- 
y e a r - o l d  f ema le  a lcoho l  add ic t  is desc r ibed .  A t  the  au- 
t opsy  r ecen t  r ib  f rac tures  were  found.  The  ex t r emi ty  of  
one  f r ac tu red  r ib had  caused  a mass ive  h a e m o r r h a g e  by  
e ros ion  of  a c o r o n a r y  a r te ry .  

Key words: A l c o h o l  addic t  - S u d d e n  dea th  - F r a c t u r e d  
r ibs 

Zusammenfassung. B e s c h r i e b e n  wird  de r  p l6 tz l iche  und  
une rwar t e t e  T o d  e iner  40@hr igen  Alkoho l ike r in .  Anl~13- 
lich d e r  ger ich t l i chen  Le ichen6f fnung ,  w u r d e n  f r i schere  
R ippenf fak tu ren  festgestellt .  D e r  Reibeef fek t  der  gebro-  
chenen  R i p p e n  ve r le tz te  e in  Herzkranzgef~i6  und  f ah r t e  
zu e ine r  mass iven  i n t r a t h o r a k a l e n  Blu tung ,  die  als To-  
desu r sache  gewer t e t  w e r d e n  mug .  

Schliisselw6rter: Chron i sche r  A l k o h o l i s m u s  - p l6tz l i -  
cher  T o d  - R i p p e n f r a k t u r e n  

Case report 

T h e  vict im,  a 40-yea r -o ld  w o m a n ,  was found  d e a d  in b e d  
by  he r  m a n  f r i end  a r o u n d  noon .  The  m a n  r e p o r t e d  tha t  
C .G .  had  c o m e  h o m e  in a d r u n k e n  s ta te  at  a r o u n d  11 
o ' c lock  the  night  be fo re .  D u r i n g  the  night  she had  fel t  
sick and  had  been  to the  b a t h r o o m  severa l  t imes.  A r o u n d  
6 a . m . ,  jus t  be fo re  leaving  the  house ,  he r  m a n  f r i end  had  
h e l p e d  he r  to get  in to  b e d  because  she had  co l lapsed .  
T h e  d e c e a s e d  was a we l l - known  a lcohol ic  and  l ived wi th  
a m a n  f r i end  who  was also an a lcohol ic .  O n  severa l  occa-  
sions the  po l i ce  had  had  to i n t e rvene  in the i r  f ights,  and  
the chemis t  c lose to the  v ic t im's  h o m e  r e p o r t e d  tha t  she 
had  a sked  h im for  he lp  because  of  d i f fe ren t  in jur ies .  
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Autopsy 

The autopsy was carried out 1 day after death. The victim was 
172 cm height and weighed 60 kg. Several haematomas of different 
ages were found, particularly on the extremities and the thorax, to- 
gether with fractures of the following ribs: 3-9 on the left posterior 
side and 3-8 on the left anterior side. The fracture rims were 
rounded and showed the presence of granulation tissue. In addi- 
tion, a pericardial laceration 1.5 cm in diameter, a haemopericar- 
dium estimated at 200 ml and a left haemothorax of 2000 ml were 
noted. On the left lateral side of the heart a 1.5 cm diameter area 
was found where the surface was matt and showed a small area of 
blood clot superimposed on a vessel. Both the injury and the 
pericardial laceration were very close to the edge of a fractured 
and considerably displaced rib. 

The histological investigation revealed a layer of granulation 
tissue at the heart's surface (Fig. 1). The tissue was of recent origin 
and highly vascularized with a lymphoplasmocyfic infiltrate. It en- 
veloped clusters of myocardial fibres undergoing necrotic changes. 
In places, a fibrinous exudate was found on the surface. 

The area including the superficial vessel was sectioned at dif- 
ferent levels. In several of these sections, a small-sized artery was 
visible, and in some sections part of the vessel wall showed a focus 
of necrosis with total rupture of the vessel wall (Fig. 2). 

Radiologicai investigations 

Rad io log i ca l  inves t iga t ion  of the  an t e r io r  f rac tures  of  
r ibs 6 and  7 was ca r r i ed  ou t  on  a p r e p a r a t i o n  f ixed in for-  
mo l  sal ine.  T h e  f rac tures  show a g ranu la t ion  t issue and  
callus f o r m a t i o n  c o r r e spond ing  to f rac tures  of  severa l  
days '  du ra t i on  (Fig.  3). 

Discussion 

The  mor t a l i t y  ra te  of  a lcohol ics  c o m p a r e d  with  tha t  of  
the  p o p u l a t i o n  at  la rge  has  b e e n  s tud ied  by  m a n y  au- 
thors  [1-3] ,  bu t  the  resul ts  r e p o r t e d  differ  f rom one  
s tudy to  ano the r .  W h e r e a s  some  au thors  f ind tha t  the  
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Fig. 1. Granulation tissue on the 
heart's surface 

Fig. 3. Recent fracture of ribs 6 and 7 with displacement. Note also 
older fractures 

Fig. 2. Enlargement from Fig. 1 shows an area of necrosis and rup- 
ture of an artery on the heart's surface 

mortal i ty  in alcoholics is lower  than in the general  popu-  
lation in relat ion to very  specific groups  [1], others  state 
that  it is higher in alcoholics [2, 3]. Sudden death  also oc- 
curs more  f requent ly  among  alcoholics [4]. Some au- 
thors  have investigated the cases involving t rauma,  and 
more  specifically those with rib fractures;  their studies 
reveal that  these lesions are f requent  (in about  20% of  
the patients) and m o r e o v e r  that  the patients are of ten 
unable  to connect  an old rib lesion, fortui tously discov- 
ered by thoracic rad iography,  with the cor responding  
t raumat ic  event  that  p roduced  it [5, 6]. 

The influence of  e thanol  on t rauma is well established 
[7]; it acts on the central  nervous system, causing a weak- 
ening of  "protec t ive"  reflexes and an anaesthet ic  effect 
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which obliterates pain and memory of traumatic epi- 
sodes. Alcohol also increases irritability and lessens the 
sense of responsibility, so that people under the influ- 
ence of alcohol tend to take more risks, lose their temper 
easily and become involved in fights and other sorts of 
accidents. 

The case reported here is the rather unexpected 
death of an alcoholic who was frequently a victim of falls 
and as a consequence suffered repeated costal traumas. 
The last traumatic event occurred in the week preceed- 
ing death, as shown by the anamnesis and the histologi- 
cal finding of granulation tissue. The ends of the frac- 
tured ribs protruded into the thoracic cage, so that with 
each heart beat the edges of the ribs rubbed against the 
heart 's surface. The friction had first produced a pericar- 
dial erosion with no major consequence and then a direct 
epicardial erosion. Death occurred when a small-sized 
artery at the heart 's surface has been injured and on rup- 
ture caused a massive haemorrhage, 
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