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analysed by the Russian investigators, showed 
not yet the slightest difference from ordinary 
air. Since last summer, we have been certain 
that from about 20 km. upwards the composition 
of air changes to a measurable extent. Much 
further work will be necessary before we are able 
to formulate the rules governing these changes. 
But as the question of stratospheric air move
ments may be also of some practical importance 
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SIR JOHN BLAND-SUTTON, BT., president in 
1923-25 of the Roya l College of Surgeons of 

England, and consulting surgeon to the Middlesex 
Hospital, who died on December 20 last, was born in 
1855. Since John Hunter, no pathologist-surgeon of 
bqual eminence has arisen in Great Britain, and like 
his prototype he approached surgery through the 
study of anatomy and comparative anatomy. Like 
Hunter, too, he was brought up in the country, and 
school played a less prominent part in his education 
than his own sharp eyes and sceptical curiosity. 
Unlike Hunter, he was not an experimentalist. He 
was more preoccupied with naked-eye form than with 
histology or physiology, though he always studied 
morphology in relation to function and to the 
evolutionary process. 

It was not until he was twenty-three years of age 
that Bland-Sutton, already a skilled naturalist, first 
determined to be a surgeon. Poverty in youth 
teaches a man that independence, the power to help 
others, free choice, and the avoidance of jarring 
contacts are unattainable unless one does something 
that the world needs and is willing to pay for. In 
surgery Bland-Sutton found a field for his talents 
and for applying his mastery of anatomy and patho
logy. He entered as a student of the Middlesex 
Hospital in 1878, and in the following year was 
appointed demonstrator of anatomy. As an anatom
ical teacher he achieved great popularity, and in 
1886 he was appointed assistant surgeon, becoming 
surgeon in 1905 and consulting surgeon in 1920. 
Throughout life, he remained devoted to the Middlesex 
Hospital, to which in 1914 he presented the complete 
pathological institute which bears his name. It was 
significant of his forward outlook that the space 
allotted to the museum in the new building was 
reduced so that more scope could be given to the 
experimental and histological laboratories. 

In 1896, Bland-Sutton was appointed surgeon to 
the Chelsea Hospital for Women, and it was in 
gynrecological surgery that he made his name. For 
years this branch of surgery was practised by phy. 
sicians--a curious anomaly having its roots far back 
in history. Spencer Wells and his successors at the 
Samaritan Hospital had broken through the tradition, 

for weather forecasting and for aeronautics, we 
hope to continue, and to extend, our researches. 
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Notices 

and some obstetric physicians were good surgeons, 
vixeTunt fortes ante Agamemnon, but the main credit 
for bringing pelvic surgery up to the level of general 
surgery unquestionably belongs to Bland-Sutton. He 
more than any man disestablished the 'couch-invalid' 
formerly seen in so many families-generally a woman 
with fibroids, an ovarian tumour, or the sequelre of 
pelvic inflammation. Striding into this field where 
the crop had been ripening through many tedious 
years of invalidism and inaction, he rapidly acquired 
a very large and beneficent practice. His operating 
afternoons at the Chelsea Hospital for Women 
attracted surgeons from all over the world. At the 
same time, in his capacity of surgeon to the Middlesex 
Hospital, the hospital in which he was nurtured and 
which he always loved, he continued the practice of 
general surgery. 

As an operator, Bland-Sutton was rapid and safe, 
though some critics considered him lacking in the 
refinements of technique. His results were excellent. 
Surgeons, like the clergy, may perhaps be divided 
into two classes, ritualists and evangelicals. Some 
love complicated instruments and elaborate technique ; 
Bland-Sutton liked to reduce his instrumental and 
aseptic outfit to the minimum essential for the job 
in hand. Moreover, as a pathologist he realized that 
Nature is the real surgeon, while the surgeon is a kind 
of 'plumber's mate' to Natw·e. He never wasted time 
in doing things that Nature would do better herself. 
Perhaps in sewing up the abdominal wall wit4 a 
single layer of sutures he sometimes trusted her too 
much. 

Bland-Sutton had a vigorous common-sense mind 
which always led him to seize on the essentials of a 
subject and to press direct to a conclusion which was 
generally the right one. His mental vigour always 
seemed to maintain a constant level, so that in the 
spare quarters of an hour which most men waste, he 
could add a few lines to any paper he was writing. 
Nulla dies sine linea was a favourite quotation. His 
mental energy demanded satisfaction in constant 
work, and needed no whipping up to the task. Few 
men have done more work in a lifetime, and few 
have done it better. He said he could only learn by 
the eye, and noted in himself an entire absence of the 
mathematical faculty, nor I think did music appeal 
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to him. His letters, always brief and pointed, were 
written in a clear and unhurried hand, and so far as 
I know he never employed a secretary, a typewriter 
or a dictaphone. From his boyhood's intensive Bible 
lessons, for his aunt intended him for the Church, 
and from the study of Shakespeare, he derived a 
distinctive literary style, concise, arresting, and 
seasoned with an occasional archaism or blunt 
Anglo-Saxon word. It may have been the foundation 
of his friendship with Kipling that both men were 
students of the art of expression. 

Bland-Sutton once said to me in reference to a very 
large text-book : "It is very easy to write a big book 
and very difficult to write a small ono," surely a 
salutary doctrine for these days. The truth was 
illustrated in Bland-Sutton's classic book on tumours, 
which has gone through many editions. In it he 
brought into small compass and proper interrelation 
a crowd of unorganized facts, and vivified the subject 
for generations of students. He would have nothing 
to do with dull half-tone illustrations, and insisted on 
wood-cuts. I still remember the interest and relief 
with which I read this book, so different from 
some of the woolly and verbose text-books of its 
day. 

Bland-Sutton's mind can also be studied in his 
earlier book of 1890, "Evolution and Disease", which 
broke the new ground of comparative pathology. He 
wished to indicate that "there is a natural history of 
disease, as well as of plants and animals". "We shall 
find conditions which we regard as abnormal in man 
presenting themselves as normal states in other 
animals." "There has been an evolution of disease 
pari passu with evolution of animal forms." "I 
quickly saw that the manifestations of disease were 
regulated by the same laws which govern physio
logical processes in general." Such are some of his 
conclusions, illustrated by a wealth of detailed 
examples derived from his studies as pathologist to 
the Zoological Society. A subject of special interest 
to him was the comparative pathology of the repro
ductive organs in animals, and in 1892 he received 
the Jacksonian Prize of the Royal College of Surgeons 
for a study of diseases of the ovaries and uterine 
appendages, which probably determined the direction 
of his surgical activities. 

For some years Bland-Sutton was an active 
member of the old Obstetric Society, in which dis
cussion was at that time conducted with gloves of 
minimum weight. There is much to be sa id for frank 
discussion, but the hand of the dominant seniors was 
heavy upon their juniors. A young man read before 
the Society a paper explaining a novel condition of 
which he had found an example in a hospital museum. 
Patronizing criticism followed until Bland-Sutton got 
up. He said : "Some years ago I was a member of a 
committee appointed to consider this specimen. We 
could come to no conclusion about it and I said that 
it should be placed in a museum, and that some day 
light would be thrown upon it. Gentlemen, that light 
has come." Such generous feeling for his juniors was 
habitual with Bland-Sutton, as the writer-for some 
years his assistant surgeon at the Middlesex Hospital 
-can testify from personal experience. 

Though in youth he must have been a great reader, 
Bland-Sutton's regard for books was not a very high 
one, and he always strove for first-hand knowledge 
of any subject which interested him. His library was 
kept to an absolute minimum, partly by the incinera. 
tion of intruders as soon as they had been perused. 
His interest in general literature was not keen, 
though Egyptian and Persian archreology fascinated 
him. The Bible, Nature, Shakespeare, the world of 
men and women (for he was a great traveller), were 
his educators, and for his strong personality these 
sufficed. It was not only in his profile, but in himself 
also that something Napoleonic could be detected. 
It showed in his intense industry, his coolness in 
crisis, in his quick grasp of the essentials of a problem, 
in the rapid translation of decision into action, and 
in a certain aloofness of personality. His nature was 
kindly and generous. Fortune allowed him to enjoy 
the golden age of Victoria and to exercise for years 
a splendid hospitality in the replica of a hall which 
a king of Persia had built for himself. In his consulting 
room was an Egyptian frieze representing the weigh
ing of the soul after death in the courts of Osiris. It 
was his reminder to himself of his mortality, and of 
the ethical standards surviving from his Puritan 
training. 

I cannot conclude without a reference to the mutual 
devotion which for so many years bound Sir John to 
Lady Bland-Sutton, who survives him. 

W. SAMPSON HANDLEY. 

Prof. J. A. MacWilliam, F.R.S. 
BY the death on January 13, at the age of seventy• 

nine years, of Prof. J. A. MacWilliam, the Univer· 
sity of Aberdeen and the medical sciences have 
lost one who by devoted service to his Alma Mater 
and untiring zeal in scientific investigation had 
become known to many at home and abroad. He 
had held the regius chair of physiology at Aberdeen 
for forty-one years, from 1886 until 1927. 

Prof. MacWilliam's chief contribution to scientific 
medicine was the discovery that the peculiar condition 
known as fibrillar contraction of the heart consisted 
of a lack of harmony in contraction and relaxation 
of the minute bundles of muscle fibres. of which the 
walls of the heart are composed. He showed that 
fibrillation is not due to interference or destruction 
of some co-ordinating nerve centre; but that it is 
brought about by what he described as a "rapid 
succession of inco-ordinated peristaltic contractions". 
He also showed clearly the relation of the refractory 
period to this disturbance. It is not without interest 
to note that the real significance of his work was not 
fully recognized until comparatively recent times. 
The work had its inspiration in the famous school 
of Ludwig at Leipzig, which, in the eighties of last 
century, was a Mecca for many of the younger 
physiologists on both sides of the Atlantic. Bowditch 
of Harvard, Gaskell of Cambridge, MacWilliam and 
others were at that time actively engaged in demon
strating those peculiar properties of heart muscle 
upon which cardiac rhythm depends. 
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