








4 Olmsted—Place of History in Medicine

one would deny that it has great potentialities
for furnishing this background of the histori-
cal sense for which I am making a plea. Noth-
ing can be more illuminating than an exposi-
tion of the working of the mind of a man who
has made definite contributions to medicine,
and this is what the biographer undertakes to
do, either in so many words or at least by in-
ference. I may be forgiven for citing the ex-
ample of my old hero, Claude Bernard. Per-
sonally I would make Bernard’s Introduction
to Experimental Medicine required reading
for all medical students, as it virtually is in the
Paris Faculty of Medicine. In this classic vol-
ume one finds the story of how Bernard came
to make many of his fundamental contribu-
tions—the chance observation, how this ob-
servation led to a hypothesis, hypothesis to ex-
periment, experiment to the discovery of a
natural law. One example will suffice.

He tells how one day rabbits from the mar-
ket were brought to his laboratory, and uri-
nated on the table. He was struck by the fact
that this urine was clear, whereas herbiverous
animals usually have cloudy urine. He rea-
soned that these rabbits might not have been
fed for some time, and were therefore essen-
tially carnivores, living off their own flesh, and
that was why their urine was clear. This hy-
pothesis was put to the experiment by feeding
hungry rabbits bits of lean meat. The hypoth-

esis was correct; their urine was now clear.
When he opened the abdomen of these meat-
fed rabbits to see whether the appearance of
the digestive processes was the same as when
a more usual diet had been provided, he noted
that the lymphatic vessels leading away from
the intestine were white with chyle as in grain-
fed rabbits—and another chance observation
struck him. The position of these lymphatics
with reference to the pylorus was quite differ-
ent from what he had observed in the dog, but
in both the dog and the rabbit the lymphatics
first began to show up distinctly near the open-
ing of the pancreatic duct, which was higher
up in the dog than in the rabbit. This sug-
gested that the milky chyle was the result of
the action of pancreatic juice on the food, and
this on being established by experiment led to
the discovery of steapsin.

There is, of course, a false simplicity in Ber-
nard’s implied receipt for making a scientific
discovery, for it is not given to everyone to
turn chance observations to the use that he
made of them. There is, however, a lesson to
be learned from his exposition of the way a
first-class mind worked, which should be most
stimulating to the young scientist. For this rea-
son I commend to the medical mind an acqui-
sition of a historical sense, and suggest that
biography is an excellent source from which
to derive it.




