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LOOKING BACK TO MACKENZIE
The James Mackenzie Lecture of the College of General
Practitioners was delivered on November 23 by Dr. JOHN
M. HENDERSON.

Dr. Henderson began by emphasizing that the title of his
lecture should not be interpreted as an implication that the
College was preoccupied with the past. However, in his
view the explosive expansion of scientific knowledge made
it necessary from time to time to stop and survey the
position, and he proposed to discuss a few of the notable
advances which had taken place in medicine since Sir James
Mackenzie died in 1925.
He first painted a brief picture of the social and political

scene in that year. Moving on to the medical picture in
the mid-1920s, he pointed out that one of the main
differences from to-day was in the age constitution of the
population. In those days there were many fewer people
alive at the age of 65 and over. When one studied the
average age of patients admitted to hospital in 1925 it was
36 years for males as compared with 58 years in 1963, and
there was a great difference in the type of illness which was
most common. As one might have expected, in 1925 a far
more important part was played by infective processes by
comparison with the degenerative diseases which were so
common to-day. The frightening increase in the incidence
of lung cancer had also not yet occurred.

The Art of Diagnosis
Medicine then consisted mainly of diagnosis, for therapeutic

resources were very meagre. In diseases such as pneumonia
and pernicious anaemia the treatment administered had little
influence on the chance of survival. The conventional treat-
ment for haematemesis by restriction of all food by mouth,
with just an occasional sip of iced water, was not only un-
necessary but acutely distressing to the patient. Yet the doctors
in those days were not deliberately cruel to their patients; in
fact they were in many ways closer to them than the house-
physician of to-day, who was so preoccupied with complex
biochemical investigations.

Role of the Laboratory
What investigations were carried out were mainly those of

the radiologist and the bacteriologist. Bacteriology was rela-
tively simple then, but there were dangers and complications
in the management of patients with infections which were now
almost forgotten. Respiratory infections were rendered more
severe in children by the presence of rickets, a condition now
almost unknown. However, it was instructive to read the report
for 1961 of the present medical officer of health of Glasgow.
In this it was noted that a few cases of rickets had recently
been observed, and this underlined that there was st'll need for
intensive education of parents on the basic physical needs of
their young children.

Medical Advances of the 1920s
One of the great triumphs of medicine was the discovery of

insulin by Banting and Best in 1921 and the exploitation of
this discovery in the years that followed. Of great importance
in another field was the placing on the statute book of the
Local Government Act of 1929. This Act was a landmark of
English-social history because it marked the end of the Poor
Law and gave to the county councils and the county borough
councils the responsibility of the modernization of old and
out-of-date hospitals. One of these, the Hammersmith Hospital,

subsequently became one of the most famous postgraduate
teaching institutions in the world.
The other great scientific landmark of this decade was the

publication of the first paper on penicillin by Dr. Alexander
Fleming. It was easy now to be critical of the scientists who
did not at first appreciate the significance of this discovery. It
was also superficial to talk of such discoveries as if they were
made by some lucky chance. Dr. Henderson quoted Louis
Pasteur, who said many years ago, " There are no accidents in
science: chance only favours the mind prepared."

Early Atomic Research
Sir John Cockcroft had called the year 1932 the annus

mirabilis for the Cavendish Laboratory at Cambridge. In that
year Cockcroft and Walton split the nucleus of the atom of a
light element called lithium and Sir James Chadwick identified
the electrically uncharged particles called neutrons. These
discoveries inaugurated the thermonuclear age. Of more value
to mankind was the work of Domagk in 1935, who showed that
prontosil rubrum would kill streptococci in vivo. This was
the beginning of a great era of pharmaceutical research in
chemotherapy and antibiotics. The great bulk of this work had
been financed by the pharmaceutical industry. It was perhaps
worth while to remember this in view of the hard things that
had been said about that industry in recent years.

Wartime Medicine
The war brought its own special additions to medical know-

ledge, particularly in relation to blood transfusion and the
rapid development of large-scale production of penicillin. A
stubborn battle was also being fought in the field of preventive
medicine-this was the immunization campaign against
diphtheria. Food rationing was a vast enforced experiment in
the physiology of nutrition which succeeded in maintaining
an adequate but dull diet for the people of the United
Kingdom.
The years since the end of the second world war had seen

many important and exciting advances in medicine and the allied
sciences. Prominent among these were the broad-spectrum
antibiotics, modem anaesthesia, and radioactive isotopes. One
of the great problems we had to face now was the population
explosion. It was estimated that in about the year 2000 the
population of the world would be about 6,000 millions.

Present Medical Problems
In spite of all these advances the causation and treatment of

a number of common and serious diseases still eluded us. We
d'd not know the cause or causes of cancer, of coronary
thrombosis, of high blood-pressure, or even of diabetes mellitus.
There was also the ever-present problem of that patient, so
familiar to every family doctor, whom we labelled the psycho-
neurotic.

Dr. Henderson speculated on what Sir James Mackenzie
would have said about our present-day problems. Mackenzie
believed and taught the importance of the unaided senses and
mistrusted mechanical devices. We were able to see a little
further than he did owing to advances in technology, but the
accurate case history still remained the first and most important
single step in the systematic investigation in the majority of
human ailments. We were in some danger of neglecting a
technique of great value in diagnosis and not without its uses
in treatment, the technique of listening sympathetically, atten-
tively, and yet critically to the patient's story.

Correction.-The date of publication of the British Medical
Association's report Recognition of Intoxication was 1958 and not
1960, as was stated in the second reference in the Medico-Legal
article in the B.MJ. of November 16 (p. 1274).
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