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Book Reviews 

HISTORY OF BIOCHEMISTRY 
The Chemistry of Life 
Eight Lectures on the History of Biochemistry. Edited 
by Joseph Needham. Pp. xxx+214. (Cambridge 
University: London, April 1970.) 60s; $9.50. 

HISTORICAL aspects of science nowadays tend to occupy 
little time in the education of scientists. Students are 
liable to argue that there is so much to be learned about 
the present state of their subject that they cannot spare 
time for the study of the history. The truth is that some 
time spent on historical aspects is by no means wasted 
because a full understanding of scientific knowledge and 
of the nature of research requires a study of the historical 
development of the subject. In the introduction to this 
book the editor mentions that Frederick Gowland Hop
kins, the "father" of British biochemistry, never lost an 
opportunity of referring to events of historical interest. 
"Whether it was van Helmont capturing the 'wild-gas' 
in breweries, or Captain Lind protecting his men from 
scurvy with citrus fruits, or Berzelius finding lactic acid 
in the muscles of hunted stags in 1808, or Fick and 
Wislicenus romantically climbin~ the ]!'aulhorn to settle 
the relation of protein metabolism to muscular work~ 
all were brought in to give colour and perspective, to 
enlarge our understanding of our past." 

This book is the outcome of a course of lectures given 
by Cambridge biochemists some ten years ago. Joseph 
Needham, in his introduction, deals with the forerunners 
of biochemistry beginning with the Greek pre-Socratic 
philosophers of the sixth and fifth centuries Be, early 
Indian and, of course, Chinese achievements through the 
middles ages until the eighteenth century. His valuable 
list of references leads those interested to the sources. 
Robert Hill describes the growth of our knowledge of 
photosynthesis and Malcolm Dixon discusses the history 
of enzymes generally and of biological oxidations in 
particular. E. F. Gale covers the development of micro
biology from the days of Leeuwenhoek to the twentieth 
century, discussing the argument on spontaneous genera
tion, the nature of fermentation and the germ theory of 
disease. A long and highly original section, occupying 
almost one third of the book, written by Kendal Dixon, 
is headed "Some Biochemical Signposts in the Progress 
of Neurology". The concepts of Vesalius, Descartes, 
Willis and Albrecht von Haller on the function of the 
brain, as well as the eighteenth and nineteenth century 
ideas and experiments, are discussed and documented by 
detailed quotations. F. G. Young deals with the evolution 
of the concept of animal hormones and Leslie Harris 
with the discovery of vitamins. Mikulas Teich traces 
the foundations of modern biochemistry, beginning with 
Lavoisier. The final chapter, by Sir Rudolph Peters, 
entitled "Some Lone Pioneers of Biochemistry in the 
19th Century", selects for treatment Wollaston (who 
discovered uric acid in the chalky deposits of gout, and 
cystine in a kidney stone), Andrew Buchanan (who did 
important work on blood coagulation), Bence-Jones 
(whose name is still well known as the discoverer of a 
special urinary protein), Alfred Garrod (an expert on gout) 
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and his son Archibald Garrod (the originator of the 
concept of inborn errors of metabolism). 

Rea-ding this book brings home the difficulties which 
future historiaµs may face when they attempt to write 
accounts of the more recent events in science. The 
rapid growth and the ever increasing complexity of 
science makes the task of the historian a very formidable 
one. So I think that it is becoming increasingly important 
that those who have personally participated in the 
progress of science, or witnessed it from close quarters, 
should be encouraged to write histories of their own 
special field (as Keilin did in his History of Cell Respiration 
and Cytochrome). Others are unlikely to master adequately 
the intimate details. As Watson's Double Helix forcefully 
illustrates, the published papers often omit historically 
interesting and relevant aspects of scientific developments. 
Already long ago Ampere was blamed that "having 
built up a perfect demonstration he removed all the 
traces of the scaffolding by which he h0d raised it". In 
these days of team work, and of frequent personal contacts 
between scientists, ideas tend to mature informally and 
the published accounts report too little of the maturing 
process. It is therefore welcome news that there are now 
historians of science who concern themselves with very 
recent history and try to supplement information con
tained in ordinary research papers by personal interviews 
with the scientists who have made history. 

H. A. KREBS 

HOME CURES 
American Indian Medicine 
By Virgil J. Vogel. Pp. xx+ 583. (University of 
Oklahoma: Norman, February 1970. Distributed in tho 
UK by Bailey Bros. and Swinfen.) 118s; $12.50. 

THE title of the book might suggest that the author was 
a medical specialist or at least a physical anthropologist, 
and it is a pleasant surprise to find that he is, in fact, a 
Chicago historian. Dr Vogel, by this important reference 
work, demonstrates clearly that historians can contribute 
no less positively to medical anthropology. 

The principal subject matter of the book is concerned 
with the influence of American Indian medical practices 
on European settlers. As the preface points out, the 
majority of studies on Amerindian medicine concentrate on 
the ritual aspects and tend to neglect the extensive use 
of more rational therapy. In particular, the Amerindian 
has investigated and selected for use a surprisingly large 
number of indigenous plants. 

The case for the influence of Amerindian herbs and 
drugs in the western world was in some quarters resisted, 
perhaps because substances such as decomposed corpse 
and menstrual blood were also part of their materia medica. 
But the sixteenth century European pharmacist was no 
better, with his mummy dust, pigeon excrement and 
stag's penis. The fact is that, as regards Amerindian 
plant lore, we have a very interesting example of counter
acculturation, with the so-called dominant progressive 
group receiving varied information of lasting use and 
value (cocaine, cochineal, cinchona, curare, ipecac, 
vanilla, guai1wum, chenopodium, balsams and so on). But 
Vogel is not trying to argue that the American Indians 
generally used scientific methods of experiment and 
reasoning in adopting remedies and methods of treatment, 
although the treatment of fractures, dislocations, wounds 
and bites were usually rational and often effective. He 
sin1ply wishes to provide detailed evidence to show that 
combined with the superstitions and untested beliefs. 
which were so much a part of their medicine, there was 
also a hard-core of procedures and discoveries which have 
influenced, or at least put into better perspective, the 
development of medicine in the western world. For 
instance, it is clearly wrong to give the British credit for 
a cure for scurvy, when it is known that the Indians 
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