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Although more than half a century has passed since the
first reported effects of endocrinal control of breast
cancer, Our ignorance of the factors involved remains as
profound as ever. The uncertainties and oddities of the
natural history of this disease can be matched only by
the confusion that exists in efforts to control it.

Periods of acclamation and condemnation of treatment
follow each other in rapid succession in this branch of
medicine. The problem of management of the advanced or
disseminated form of the disease is clouded by an over
whelming feeling of hopelessness and helplessness. Should
there be heroic treatment? Should there be minimal treat
ment or should there be no treatment at all? Which hor
mon~s are to be given to, and which are to be withdrawn
from, these most distressed sufferers?

During the 7 years from 1954 to 1960, 986 female and
10 male patients with breast cancer were seen and treated
at Groote Schuur Hospital, Cape Town. Of these, 250
female and 2 male patients received hormone therapy as
the main and, in most cases, the only form of treatment
during some stage of their disease. This paper is based on
a review and follow-up of these 252 patients, in an effort
to gain some clarity about the efficacy of treatment.

ENDOCRINAL ASPECTS OF MAMMOGENESIS AND BREAST CANCER

The hormonal treatment of breast cancer is based on the
premise that the progressive growth of breast cancer is con
trolled by the same group of hormones that .a!"e essential for
normal mammogenesis. While many authontJes accept thIS
without reservation, results of treatment do not seem to bear
this out.

Oestrogens progesterone and prolactins are responsible for
mammary g;owth, particularly for the early mito~ic phase.'"
Prolactin can also stimulate the mammary alveoli to secrete
milk" and can stimulate cell division in the mamma.' The
addition of growth hormone" and ACTH' can induce lacto
genesis. Gonadotrophins are also important, because they
have been shown to induce mammary hyperplasia when com
bined with oestrogens.'

Other hormones acting on the breast are oxytocin from the
posterior pituitary and thyroxin, which play their part in
milk expulsion into the ducts and in the mamtenance of the
optimum yield of milk"" Recently a complex pattern of
pituitary control by the hypothalamus has been demonstrated
and this, too, may indirectly influence breast development. lO

,l1

THE PROBLEM OF THE ENDOCRTNAL CONTROL OF BREAST CANCER

1. Hormone therapy modifies the growth of human breast
cancer in less than 50% of patients, and fails to relieve the
majority of patients.

2. Hormonal control, when it does occur, is always of a
temporary nature and never seems to cure any patient with
breast cancer.

3. A small number of patients may actually have the disease
aggravated by what would appear to be adequate hormone
therapy - a hazard which undoubtedly shortens life.

4. Spontaneous regression of breast cancer is very well
known and is often related to naturally occurring hormonal
environmental changes - for example, during pregnancy,"

* Based on a paper presented at the 43rd South African
Medical Congress (M.A.S.A.), Cape Town, 24 - 30 September
1%1.

lactation" or the menopause"'" - and rarely may be mistaken
for therapeutic response." Occasionally, however, the progress
of the dIsease cannot be explained on a basis of hormonal
alteration." .

Furthermore, there are no adequate means of assessing the
endocrine status of anyone patient in order to predict the
response to any hormone manoeuvre. In other words there
is no scientific basis for any particular form of tre~tment.
Lowered oestrogen excretion in anyone patient need not be
accompanied by an objective remission of the disease. It may,
in fact, be associated with aggravation of the disease. Oes
trogen excretion in patients with remission and those with
progressive disease after oophorectomy or even after bilateral
total adrenalectomy may be quite indistinguishable. Not even
after adren.alectomy or hypophysectomy can one rely on the
level of unnary oestrogen to predict a response."-"" So much
for oestrogen dependence.

Resurgence of oestrogenic activity may occur with progres
sion of the disease even after complete hypophysectomy.'"
It has also been shown that relapse after adrenalectomy is not
associated with the development of functioning adrenocortical
or accessory adrenocortical tissue. It is justifiable to assume
that the temporary nature of the response, after adrenalectomy
at any rate, results from the ability of cancer cells to resume
active growth in the absence of hormonal factors."

Recently, claims have been made that the ratio of ll-deoxy
to II-oxy-17-ketosteroids correlates with the patients' re
sponse.'" Others have claimed that the urinary assays of 17
hydroxycorticosteroids ,and aetiocholanolone may be of value
in selecting patients for endocrinal ablative surgery.'"

There is also conflicting evidence about the mechanism of
the 'anti-tumour' activity of these hormones. There is no
evidence to suggest that anyone hormone is directly anti
tumour in its action. The fact that oestrogens may inhibit in
the postmenopausal and stimulate in the premenopausal
patient adds weight to the idea that no hormone is directly
anti-tumour in its action.'" It has already been shown that
treatment is not a simple matter of reduction of endogenous
oestrogen. AJI the evidence seems to point to a non-specific
action on the part of the hormones, i.e. a change which comes
about as result of a non-specific alteration of hormonal
environment.'

GROOTE SCHUUR HOSPITAL POLICY OF HORMONAL TREATMENT

A few years ago it was decided to institute a uniform
policy of treatment for patients with advanced breast
cancer at Groote Schuur Hospital. In this way a large
enough series could rapidly be built up, from which
important lessons would be learnt. It was also felt that
by this method deficiencies in treatment could rapidly be
rectified.

The policy of treatment was planned by representatives
from the Departments of Surgery, Radiotherapy, Patho
logy, Pharmacology and Physiology, under the chairman
ship of Prof. J. H. Louw. A very conservative policy was
adopted for reasons which I have already enunciated, but
which. may be summarized as follows:

1. Hormone therapy modifies growth in human breast
cancer in less than 50% of cases.

2. Regression with hormone therapy is always of a
temporary nature.

3. Hormone therapy may aggravate the disease.
4. There is no way of accurately predicting response

to treatment.
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Fig. I. Patient with secondary lung deposits. A. Che t X-ray hortly before oophorectomy. B.
Chest X-ray 4 months after cophorectomy. Tote the va t improvement.

howed respon e

above).

1A

physectomy, a far as advanced breast cancer is c~n

cemed, are ba ically identical. In this serie , adrenalectorrue
were performed on patient from the larger centres, and
within easy reach of medical attention. Hypophy eClOmie
were performed on the so-called ·country patients, in less
easy reach of urgent medical attention. Thi wa done simply
because the postoperative hormonal control of tbe hypopby
ectomized patients was less difficult and usually les urgent

than tbat of the adrenalectomized patients.
Step I V. Cortisone and thyroid-extract admini tration, for

those who showed no re ponse to any hormone, or after
relapse folbwing step Ill.

B. Postmenopausal Patients
Step 1. Oestrogen therapy.
Step 11. Androgen therapy.
Step 111. Hypophysectomy. For tho e who

after step I or step n.
Step IV. Cortisone and thyroid extract Ca

Regime in Males
For males of all ages with disseminated breast cancer,

orchidectomy was advi ed. This was performed on 2 of our
patients, with gratifying results. Pain relief occurred in both
and one is alive and well 3 years after the operation.

HORMO AL THERAPY

Bilateral Oophorectomy

The rationale of this form of therapy is the removal of
the source of oestrogen and progesterone. Progesterone
removal also facilitates the removal of the so-called harm
ful effects of the gonadotrophins.

Castration is the original method of endocrinal treat
ment of breast cancer.:?9·30 During the early part of this
century very many patients with advanced mammary
cancer had been castrated}1.3. After World War 1I, a
further spate of publications appeared in an attempt to
evaluate this form of treatment.36-40 These reports indicated
an objective improvement in between 22 and 44% of the
patients so treated. Treves37 showed that the earlier the
castration, the higher the response rate, but he also pointed
out that in patients with local recurrent disease after
mastectomy, the response was significantly improved the

Patients suitable for hormone therapy were considered
to be those whose disease had progressed beyond the
scope of surgical or radiotherapeutic treatment. Occasion
ally patients were given hormone therapy combined with
radiotherapy or cytotoxic drugs, where the latter methods
were considered to be of palliative value only, and not
capable of controlling the disease by themselves.

Treatment was indicated when symptoms and signs such
as pain, cough, dyspnoea, anaemia, or extending local
disease were present. Evidence of progression of the disease
was a strong indication for treatment, and so was advanced
local disease and inflammatory cancer of the breast.
Patients with symptom-free, small skeletal and pulmonary
metastases were treated only when these metastases pro
duced symptoms. The presence of massive liver metastases
was shown to be a contraindication to hormonal treat
ment. While emphasis was placed on conservatism, every
effort was made to counter any pain or discomfort that
the patient might be suffering.

A decision had to be taken on what constituted the
division between menopausal and truly postmenopausal
status, for the purpose of this treatment. Early on, the
division was set at 60 years, but later it was felt that all
women under 50 should be regarded as premenopausal
and those over 60 years should be placed in the post
menopausal group. Those between 50 and 60 years were
classified according to the vaginal oestrogenic index and
urinary follicular-stimulating-hormone (FSH) estimation.
More recently we have followed the advice of others in
setting the dividing line at 5 years past the menopause,
whether the menopause was artificially induced or not.

With regard to actual treatment, it was suggested that
the simple hormonal manoeuvres be tried first, and then
only one at a time, the idea being to have another
manoeuvre available should the patient relapse after
treatment or not respond at all. Favourable response to
simple hormone manoeuvres, such as oophorectomy or
androgen therapy, was looked upon as an indication for
more drastic hor
m 0 n e treatment,
such as adrenal
ectomy or hypo-
physectomy, but
only when the
patient's disease re
lapsed.

The following is a
brief outline of the
regime followed on
our patients:
A. Premenopausal and
Menopausal PaIients

Step I. Bilateral
oophorectomy.

Step Il. Androgen
therapy.

Step Ill. Bilateral
total adrenalectomy
or hypophysectomy.
These operations were
performed on patients
responding to ei·ther
step I or step lI.

The indications for
bilateral total adrenal
ectomy and for hypo-
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performed for the advanced disease. The response to
oophorectomy is shown in Table H.

In this series, objective response was meant to denote
the visible or radiographic improvement of local or distant
metastases, though not necessarily all metastases. While

longer the interval between mastectomy and oophorectomy.
Why the patients with demonstrable ovarian metastases
and those whose ovaries failed to show cortical stromal
hyperplasia survived for longer periods,41 is not at all clear.

In the Groote Schuur Hospital series, 110 bila,eral
oophorectomies were performed between 1954 and 1960
on patients with breast cancer. In one patient the operation
had to be abandoned because of extensive malignant
infiltration of the pelvis making mobilization of the
ovaries quite impossible.

The indications for oophorectomy are shown in Table
r. From this it will be seen that 107 operations were

improvement occurred, no other metastases were seen to
become degenerate or aggravated. The improvement of
some and aggravation of other metastases is quite a
common finding in breast cancer. This mixed form of
response was classified in this series as being a subjective
improvement, which was also meant to denote a simple
relief of pain, and improvement of appetite, weight and
general health.

The average age of those patients who responded was
41 years and the length of improvement varied from 2
to 36 months.

The following 2 reports give examples of the remark
able improvement that sometimes follows oophorectomy:

1. E.A., aged 46 years. She presented with stage-4 carci
noma of the right breast in 1960. Secondary deposits were
detected in the lung parenchyma and cervical and thoracic
spines. Bilateral oophorectomy was performed on 23 March
1%1. Four months after this operation the breast lump was
much smaller and the lung fields greatly improved. The
relevant X-rays are shown in Figs. lA and B.

2. A.D., aged 38 years. A left radical mastectomy for stage-2
carcinoma was performed on 22 March 1957. By February
1958 widespread metastases became obvious in the spine,
pelvis and sacrum. The extensive spinal infiltration resulted in
paresis and incontinence of urine, and the patient had to be
nursed on a Stryker bed. Soon afterwards an oophorectomy
was performed, and later she was given 'durabolin', which she
is still having. The improvement that followed was truly

remarkable. The X-ray plates of the pelvis, before and after
operation, are shown in Figs. 2A and B. The X-ray appearance
is virtually normal now, and she is still very fit and pursuing
her teaching profession with tremendous vigour.

Ovarian irradiation was performed on 11 of our patients,
mainly because 9 were considered to be too ill for

Fig. 2. Patient with widespread bony metastases. A.
X-ray of pelvis in February 1958, showing extensive
osteolytic metastases. B. X-ray of pelvis 6 months after
oophorectomy showing the remarkable improvement.

oophorectomy, and 2 refused surgical intervention. Two
of these patients improved objectively, while the others
were mainly unresponsive.

The following case history depicts the response that
may occur following ovarian irradiation:

G.M., aged 36 years. She was first seen in September 1956
with a stage-3 growth, i.e. a large adherent mass with peau
d'orange. This was treated by deep X-ray therapy. In February
1958, metastases in the lung parenchyma became obvious, and
ovarian irradiation was resorted to. She was also given some

No. 0/
patients

34
32
30
4
3
2
2
3

110

107 PATIENTS

%
18·8
10·3
64·4
6·5

TABLE n. THE RESPONSE TO OOPHORECTOMY I

Response
Objective response
Subjective response
No change ..
Worse

Indication

TABLE I. THE INDICATIONS FOR OOPHORECTOMY

Total

Bone metastases ..
Extensive local disease
Intrathoracic disease
Termination of pregnancy (with advanced disease)
Abdominal metastases
Cerebral metastases
Neck nodal swellings
Prophylactic castration
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Fig. 3. Patient with extensive lung secondary deposits. A. Chest X-ray in February 1958, shortly
before ovarian irradiation. B. Chest X-ray in ovember 1958. ote marked improvement in
appearance of the lungs.

Androgen therapy followed oophorectomy in 73 patients,
irradiation castration in 8, and oestrogen therapy in 17.
The remaining 41 patients were given androgens as the first
step of the hormone therapy. Table IV shows the response
to androgen therapy.

I I

The advent of generalized body pains soon after andro
gen administration was a sure sign that the hormone wa
aggravating the disease. Halotestin' (fluoxymesterone)
produced a feeling of immense well-being and, since it
can be given orally, was found to be a most suitable drug.
The reported enlargement of the clitoris was not observed.
It is said to be 7t - 15 times as active, weight for weight,
as sublingual methyltestosterone, and shows relatively less
virilism than some of the other known androgens.5.2·M

All androgens are still liable to produce serious hyper-

calcaemia, resulting in far-reaching renal damage and
serious deterioration of the metastases. The anti-tumour
activity of the androgens used did not seem to vary with
the different types. We were equally satisfied and dis
appointed with all of them.

In an interesting series, 17 patients, whose average age
was 62 years, were given androgens after a course of
oestrogens. It was found that when the oestrogens im
proved the condition, the androgens generally did so too,
and when the one hormone failed to elicit a response,
the other also failed. In 2 patients, however, the andro
gens used did seem to produce some objective improve
ment, even though the oestrogens had failed to do so.

The following case history is an example of the degree
of response that may be obtained with androgens:

S.P., aged 54 years, was first seen in February 1956 with
a fixed and ulcerating growth of the breast of 8 years'
duration (Fig. 4A). She was also coughing and breathless
because of a pleural effusion, presumably caused by pleural
metastases. The local lesion was treated by deep X-ray
therapy, and because of the presence of secondaries, andro
gens (TPP and later durabolin) were also prescribed. She
improved rapidly, and Fig. 4B shows the remarkably healed
local lesion 2 years later. The chest disease also improved,
and stayed controlled and unchanged for 5 years with con
tinuous androgen therapy. By April 1%1 she again became
breathless, and soon afterwards died from extensive lung
metastases. This case illustrate the controlling effect that may
occur with androgens.

%
7·2

15·9
74·8

2·1

139

No. of
patients

79
22
14
14
10

TABLE Ill. THE VARIOUS ANDROGENS USED

Total

TABLE IV. THE RESPO'SE TO A DROGEN THERAPY

androgen therapy at that time. Five months later there was
great improvement in her general condition as well as in her
lungs. Figs. 3A and B show the relevant X-rays. It must be
stressed that in this patient androgen therapy followed soon
after the ovarian irradiation, and the improvement may be
due to this treatment as much as to the ovarian ablation.
This patient underwent bilateral total adrenalectomy in Sep
tember 1958, from which she improved as well, but she
died from the disease in January 1959.

Androgens

Testosterone phenylpropionate (TPP)
Halotestin (f1uoxymesterone)
Durabolin (nor-androstenolone phenylpropionate)
Testosterone implant
Others

References in the literature report a response rate of
between 33 and 70% for patients undergoing ovarian
irradiation.42-45 The
duration of therapy
is apparently the im
portant considera
tion, and the ovaries
of young women are
said to be more re
sistant to therapy
than those of women
in the late phase of
menstrual life.46

Androgen Therapy
The rationale of

this form of therapy
is said to be its
antagonistic action
towards oestrogen
and its inhibiting
effect on the gona
dotroprnns, which
result in diminished
output of oestrogen
and progesterone
from the ovary. The
effect is said to be
the same as bilateral total oophorectomy.

Reports of series of androgen therapy are not lack
ing.lUl.51 In the present series, effective androgen therapy
(longer than 3 weeks) was administered to 139 patients.
The androgens employed are shown in Table Ill.

Response
Objective response
Subjective response

o change ..
Worse
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Fig. 4. Patient with advanced, fixed, ulcerating growth of the breast. A. Showing the growth. An
underlying pleural effusion was also ~resent. B. Two. ye~rs after a course of deep X-ray and
persistent androgen (TPP and durabohn) therapy. This picture shows the degree of healmg that
took place.

IndicaTion
Advanced local disease
Intrathoracic disease
Bone metastases ..
Abdominal metastases
Cerebral metastases
Supraclavicular nodal swelling
Soft-tis ue metastases

The inclu ion of
androgens as one of
the forms of treat
ment does improve
the lot of a few
patients with brea t
cancer, and 1 feel
that it hould not be
discarded, a has
been ugge ted by
some."
Oestrogen Therapy

T his for m of
therapy is irrational
and difficult to ex
plain. It is said to
inhibit the pituitary
FSH, particularly
when the ovaries are
inactive, as in truly
postmenopausal wo
men.7•56 Theoretical
ly, therefore, oestro
gens may be given
to premenopausal
patients, but only
after castration. I
know of no such
s e r i e s, however.
Oestrogens are also said to encourage hyperplasia and
sclerosis of elastic tissue and thus to improve the repair
around the tumourY The use of oestrogens in the treat
ment of advanced breast cancer is well reported in the
li tera ture.l6.58-60

TABLE V. THE !!''U!CATIONS FOR OESTROGEN TIIERAPY

No. of
parients

29
25
23
8
1
1
1

regression was 21'4% in the androgen-treated group and
36·8% in the oestrogen-treated group. Our figures do not
reach these impressive levels.

The following case history shows the remarkable effect
of deep X-ray therapy combined with oestrogen therapy:

i.K., aged 76 years. She was first seen in ovember 1956
with an extensive ulcerating growth of the breast (Fig. 5A).
Deep X-ray therapy was applied to the local lesion, but
because the radiotherapist felt that the disease was too exten
sive for effective and radical radiotherapy, oestrogen therapy
was added. The lesion rapidly improved, and now, 5 years
later, the lesion is still healed (Fig. 5B). Unfortunately a
biopsy was not taken and the diagnosis of cancer has not
been proved, though clinicaJly it was never in doubt.

In the present series, 88 patients were treated with
oestrogens, using mainly hexoestrol and stilboestrol in the
highest tolerable doses. The indications for oestrogen
therapy are shown in Table V, and the response to
oestrogen therapy in Table VI.

Limiting factors in the use of oestrogens were the rela
tively high incidence of nausea with big doses, and
occasional uterine bleeding, resulting in drastic reduction
of dosage or temporary cessation of therapy.

A very full review of androgen and oestrogen therapy
has recently been published,l. and the frequency of tumour

Total ..

TABLE VI. THE RESPONSE TO OESTROGEN THERAPY

Response
Objective response
Subjective response
No change ..
Worse

88

%
II ·4
9·2

79·4
0·0

Bilateral Total Adrenalectomy

The rationale of this form of therapy is the removal of
a remaining source of oestrogen, preferably after oophor
ectomy. Preliminary removal of the ovaries is desirable
and indeed helpful in deciding whether adrenalectomy will
be of value. It is seriously questioned whether the good
results of adrenalectomy are not mainly due to the added
effect of oophorectomy, since the adrenals are only a small
source of oestrogen, and the reported effects are not nearly
as good as when the ovaries are not removed. An extensive
literature has developed on bilateral total adrenal
ectomy.61.59

Fraccbia70 presented a series of 758 patients who bad
undergone bilateral total adrenalectomy with a mortality
rate of 8%, an objective response rate of 43'6%, and a
failure rate of 48 %. Remissions were generally less than
a year, only 25% survived for longer than 1 year, and
only 6% for longer than 2 years.

In the present series, 24 patients were subjected to this
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operation. Almost all the first 6 patients died very oon
after the operation, mainly because their di ease was 0

advanced. Of the remaining 18 patients, 4 improvlOd
objectively, 6 subjectively, and 7 not at all. One was made
worse, in spite of the fact that she did improve after
oophorectomy. The average survival was 12·3 months and
all but 1 are now dead.

Hypophysectomy
The rationale for this operation is the removal of

gonadotrophin, prolactin, growth hormone and ACTH. In

criminate and e ten ive hormone oper tion, becau e it
ha been felt that the wi dom of performing the e opera
tion as a first mea ure in the treatment of ad n ed breast
cancer ha till to be proved.7

Smither 79 ha criti ized hypophy ectomy and has hown
that 75 % of those treated have had no worth-while
improvement, and tbi has to be et again t the added
troubles of painful treatment and eriou di abilities. fhere
also eems to be a difference of opinion about wbich
ablative procedure i preferable. ot everyone can agree

Fig. 5. Patient with extensive ulcerating growth of the brea t. A. The growth before deep X-ray and oestrogen
therapy. B. The remarkably healed breast lesion 5 years later.

this manner all hormones responsible for mammogenesis
are eradicated. As with other forms of hormone therapy,
an enormous literature has developed on this subject,7I·H
as well as around the problem of radiotherapeutic destruc
tion of the hypophysis.75

•
n

Pearson and Ray/~ who recently published their experi
ences and results with 343 patients undergoing surgical
hypophysectomy, found a mortality rate of 6%, and an
objective remission rate of 42%, with the duration of
remission lasting 11 - 12 months.

Because of careful selection, we have had occasion to
refer only 7 patients to our neurosurgical colleagues for
hypophysectomy. Only I patient responded objectively.
Tills 65-year-old nulliparous patient, with a very advanced
local growth of 4 years' duration, and skeletal and pul
monary metastases, showed some response to androgens.
After hypophysectomy her general condition improved
greatly; this improvement was associated with sclerosis of
her bony deposits. She died with relapse of the disease
1 year after the hypophysectomy.

Because of careful selection and insistence that an indi
cation for extensive ablative procedures (adrenalectomy
and hypophysectomy) only arises after definite response
to lesser hormonal manoeuvres, our figures for these pro
cedures have been kept within modest limits. At Groote
Schuur Hospital we have refrained from doing indis-

with Atkin that hypophy ectomy is to be preferred to
adrenalectomy.so. 1 Further reports on the e problems are
eagerly awaited.

Coriisone Therapy

During the years 1954 - 1960, cortisone together with a
thyroid extract was given to 16 of the patient in this
series. In this way a 'medical hypophysectomy' was
attained.' All these patients were extremely ill and
had not responded to any of the previous hormone
manoeuvres, or were too ill for either adrenalectomy or
hypophysectomy. The average survival of these patients
was 9·4 months, and no patient showed objective improve
ment., although 4 were improved subjectively.

One patient, B.P., aged 44 years, i an exception. Six
months after a radical mastectomy and deep X-ray therapy
for a stage-2 growth, she developed intracranial econdaries,
which re ulted in blindnes , headaches and later coma. She
responded dramatically to oophorectomy and walked out of
hospital feeling very well. he was readmitted 6 months later
with a relapse, and in coma. She wa con idered too ill for
adrenalectomy, but was given cortisone instead, almo t as a
de perate measure. Again he responded dramatically and
regained full consciousne , but was left with a evere visual
defect. The improvement ha lasted 2 month to date. This
one case has taught us that dramatic improvement may follow
teroid therapy in patients who are hormone·re pon ive, and

bears out Daniel' contention" that teroid are valuable pro
vided ovarian function has cea ed.



586 S.A. MEDICAL JOURNAL 21 July 1962

3·89
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PERIOD OF SURVIVAL (MONTHS)

Fig. 7. Percentage of unselected patients surviving speci
fied periods.

Table VII compares the survival rates of the younger
with the older patients, and further subdivides the patients
into those who do and those who do not respond to
hormone therapy.

The figures show that those patients who responded to
hormone manoeuvres, irrespective of whether they were
pre- or postmenopausal, survived about 4 times as long
as those who did not respond, i.e. 21·8 months compared
with 5·4 months. Statistically it is clear that treatment
increases the survival period of those patients who show
response to it, in comparison with those who show no
response.

TABLE VII. COMPARISON OF TIlE AVERAGE AND MEDIAN
SURVIVAL PERIODS OF PATIENTS RESPONDING TO

TREATMENT WITH THOSE OF PATIEt-.'TS NOT RESPONDING

Patients
Premenopausal and meno-

pausal .. ..
Postmenopausal ..

All patients

• Tbe median period of survival is the length of time that half the group
survives.

CONCLUSIONS

The results of this series show that altogether 48 patients,
34 dead and 14 still surviving, were improved by hormone

The difference in mean survival periods for menopausal
and postmenopausal patients who respond to the treatment
is highly significant (using Student's 't' test). This suggests
that treatment may be more effective for postmenopausal
than for premenopausal patients, or simply that post
menopausal patients live longer with their disease.

There is no significant difference between the mean
survival periods of ·pre- and postmenopausal patients who
do not respond to treatment. It would also appear that the
survival period of those patients with advanced disease
who do not receive hormones, is similar to those who do
not respond, namely 5 - 6 months. .

OVER
60

60 6
(YEARS)

51
TO

UNDER 41
40 TO

50
AGE GROUPS

ui
w
\2
~20
z
w
~ 10
w
Q..

30

Fig. 6. Incidence of response to hormonal treatment in
various age groups.

LemonS3 has stated that the mean duration of remissions
and the percentage of objective remissions can be quite
significant with adrenal corticoid therapy only, and can
even compare favourably with the remissions in those
patients treated by bilateral adrenalectomy, or by hypo
physectomy. The usefulness of bilateral oophorectomy and
prednisone therapy in advanced breast lesions has been
stressed by Brinkley and Pillers.S4

Age Groups and Response to Hormone Therapy
The incidence of response was investigated in various

age groups, irrespective of the diverse methods of hormone
treatments applied (Fig. 6).

There was an increased incidence of response at the
extremes of age, and a distinctly lower incidence of re
sponse between the ages 51 - 60 years, i.e. the immediate
postmenopausal years. Theoretically, therefore, the young
patient responds best, say, to oophorectomy, but as she
gets older, she approaches a phase of lessening hormonal
control. The critical years appear to be the immediate post
menopausal years when she enters a phase of minimal
control, and in fact, when autonomous cancer growth is
most likely.

The truly postmenopausal patient, on the other hand,
becomes increasingly hormone-sensitive, and as she ages
is more and more likely to respond (to oestrogens in her
case). This may explain why the older patient lives longer;
this longer survival may simply be part of the natural
history of her cancer, or it may be an indication of her
greater response to treatment than her premenopausal
sister.

SURVIVAL RATES

These have been studied in 198 females who have died
following hormone therapy. The 52 females still alive in
this series have been excluded for statistical reasons.

Fig. 7 shows the survival period in the unselected series.
The main facts it brings out are that it is rare for patients
to survive beyond 30 months, and that 50% of the patients
are dead within 9 months.
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therapy, i.e. 21 % of our patients, and that they survived
up to periods of between 20 and 30 months. These figures
only emphasize the dreadful and relentless course of breast
cancer.

Critics may argue that if these figures reflect the results
of treatment of the advanced disease, a good case could
be made for much earlier hormone therapy and some may
even suggest prophylactic endocrinal treatment. This pro
posal may be strengthened by a more detailed analysis of
all our patients, which shows that a further 201 patients
have died without the benefits of hormone treatment.
Economic and social difficulties, preventing patients from
attending the breast clinic at Groote Sehuur Hospital, have
been mainly responsible. Only determined follow-up of
these patients has shown that they died without returning
to the hospital after the initial surgical or radiotherapeutic
treatment. Very early administration of hormones to these
patients living so far away may possibly have resulted in
an improved prognosis.

At the same time it must be pointed out that reports
of early oophorectomy and adrenalectomy85 or prophy
lactic castration do not convincingly show longer sur
vival.86

." The figures of these series show a tendency
towards longer survival, but the statistical significance of
the results may be questionable, because in some cases
the castration was performed long before the onset of the
cancer, while in others it was performed at the time of the
mastectomy. In some, androgens were given in addition,
while in others the castrated patients represented only a
small percentage of the total number for comparison.
There is, nevertheless, a tendency towards improved re
sults. A proper survey would be of immense benefit.

In our clinic room we have watched these wonderful
people with their awful disease, obviously suffering intense
physical and mental agony, and yet appearing so uncom
plaining. We have never ceased to marvel at their forti
tude and courage. The inadequacy of the treatment is
surely an indictment of the whole medical profession. How
long must this frustration last?

Sir orman Moore (1847 - 1922) was quite right when
he wrote:

'In criticizing the ignorance of the Dark Ages or the
Middle Ages, modem writers often forget how very
ignorant we ourselves are, or how recent is our know
ledge.'

SUMMARY

The policy adopted at Groote Sehuur Hospital for the
treatment of patients with advanced breast cancer by
.hormonal means, and the follow-up on 252 patients so
treated are presented. The essence of the treatment was
its conservatism, and simple hormonal methods were
always adopted before severe ablative procedures were
resorted to. The results obtained with oophorectomy,
androgen therapy and oestrogen therapy are discussed, and
the results achieved with adrenalectomy, hypophysectomy
and steroid therapy are mentioned.

It was shown that in the immediate postmenopausal
period, the response to treatment was less satisfactory than
in the much younger or older patient.

Patients responding to treatment survived for signifi
cantly longer periods than those who did not respond. It

appeared a if the survival period of the non-responding
group was equal to that of tho e patients with advanced
disea e who did not receive hormone therapy. Postmeno
pausal patient urvived for longer period than premeno
pau al patient.

Only 210/ of the patient treated howed ignificant
improvement.

A good ca e can be made for early hormone therapy
in patient who, because of e onomic and ocial diffi
cultie , coupled with problem of long distances, find it
difficult or impos ible to attend for brea t-cancer follow
up examinations.
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WOUND INFECTION I A CASUALTY DEPARTMENT

SYD EY COHEN, M.B., CH.B. (CAPE Tow)

Department of Surgery, University of Cape Towll and Casualty Departmenr, Croote Schuur Hospital, Cape Town

An enquiry into the incidence of wound sepsis in the
Casualty Department of Groote Schuur Hospital has been
carried out. An unselected group of consecutive patients
was used for this investigation. Three sub-divisions of this
group were made:

I. Patients operated on for minor surgical conditions
in the casualty operating theatre. Patients in this group
were referred either by their own doctors or from the
surgical outpatient department - theatre cases.

2. Patients brought to hospital with injuries caused by
assault - assault cases.

3. Patients brought to hospital with injuries caused by
traffic accidents - traffic cases.

TREATME1'.'T OF WOUNDS

The following system was adopted for the treatment of all
wounds:

I. Swabs. These were taken immediately and also after 3
days (if the wound had broken down), and were examined
in the Department of Bacteriology after 24 hours' mcu
bation. Sensitivity tests were always done.

2. Preparation of skin. The surrounding skin was care
fully cleaned with 2% 'cetavlon', after which the area was
swabbed with 70% alcohol. The area was draped and the
wound inspected.

3. Debridement. Severely lacerated wounds were de
brided. It Was seldom necessary to open up tissue planes
because the usual wounds seen in ordinary casualty
practice are relatively minor in nature and do not require
major debridement.

4. Local amibiolics. In the first part of the investigation
no local antibiotic was instilled into the wound; in the
second part the wounds were sprayed as a routine with
antibiotic powder.

5. Suture. Suture of muscles was seldom performed.
Occasionally suture of the perimysium was required. In
this way necrosis of muscle fibres was kept to a minimum.
All wounds were sutured in layers, using catgut for the
deeper layers and ~dermalon' for the skin.

6. Drainage. As a rule wounds were not drained. In this
series of 336 cases, not a single one had been drained.
However, it is felt that jf drainage is necessary, it should
be carried out using soft-rubber glove drains; very rarely
is anything firmer required.

7. Systemic antibiotics. Two types of systemic antibiotics
were used, viz. (a) the narrow-spectrum antibiotics con
sisting of penicillin (in the form of 'bicillin') and strepto
mycin, and (b) the broad-spectrum antibiotics, which were
usually 'chloromycetin' or 'terramycin'. The use of narrow
spectrum antibiotics depended on the individual casualty
officer. Some used bicillin as a routine, others again
preferred not to give any antibiotic at all unless indicated
at a later stage. Broad-spectrum antibiotics, however, were
only used when pus had actually formed and when a swab
report indicated to which antibiotic the particular organism
was sensitive. An exception to this rule was made in the
case of animal or human bites, when treatment with a
broad-spectrum antibiotic was begun immediately.

Subsequent Examination of Wounds
As a routine, the first check was made on the fourth

day; thereafter, if the wound appeared satisfactory, the
patient was instructed to re-attend 3 days later for removal
of sutures. Frequent inspection of the wound was not
made owing to the possibility of introducing cross-infection.

RESULTS

Assessment of Infection
The results of healing were divided into 3 groups:
I. Where healing took place by first intention (within

7 days).
2. Where minor degrees of infection had taken place,

but where, either owing to treatment or to the resistance
of the natural defences of the body, healing still took
place within 10 days.

3. Where complete breakdown had taken place with the
formation of frank pus.
Systemic Amibiotics and Wound Healing

The first part of the investigation dealt with the rate




