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colleagues, and it is of a respectable quality. But in this lecture
I have tried to emphasise what is new, what is perhaps strange
in general practice for those who do not have a direct experience
of its clinical work.

Perhaps it is to my fellow academics in departments of general
practice that I am making my most earnest plea for disreputable
adventure.

I must warn you that what I have presented in this lecture
in no way constitutes a consensus view ofmy subject, or of where
it is going. If the imagination of the academic general practitioner
does not reflect his own clinical experience, but only the clinical
expectations of others, he will contribute nothing to medicine
but the dry rustling of a career bibliography.
While general practice remained outside the university it drew

its strength from its direct confrontation with the patient's

complaint and the doctor's response. Its weakness lay in the
absence of any disciplined exegesis of what was going on. Such
disciplined exegesis constitutes the life and breath of the
university experience. The danger for general practice, for
medicine, and for the care which the patients will receive is that
this new university subject may trade adventure, risk taking,
and innovation for respectability. It remains to be seen. That is
a truly academic question.
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MATERIA NON MEDICA

In search of Alfred Wallis

We must have looked quite a strange trio in the pouring rain as we
searched the graveyard overlooking St Ives. It was a grey and dismal
day with no respite from the weather as we continued our search for
the resting place of a simple Cornishman, Alfred Wallis. Wallis had
been a fisherman all his life, often sailing in windjammers to New-
foundland, who took to painting for the first time at the age of 73
during his retirement. He painted maritime scenes on anything that
he could lay his hands on, including wood, cardboard, leather, stone
jars, newspaper, and even his kitchen table. Paintings of ships, light-
houses, and harbours were often distorted to fit into the odd shapes
of cardboard supplied by the local greengrocer.

Wallis was discovered in August 1928 by Ben Nicholson and
Christopher Wood, both young men then, who happened to look
into his parlour while walking down a back street in St Ives, curiously
named Back Street. The primitive paintings inspired the young
artists and they brought Wallis a wide circle of admirers. What then
is his appeal ? Some authors have said that his feeling for texture
came from a lifetime of handling rough materials at sea and others
have attributed a haunting quality present in his work to his deeply
held religious beliefs (he would cover up his paintings with newspaper
on Sundays). This may all be true, but for me it is the clarity with
which he observed the changing moods of the sea that makes him so
special. Wallis continued to paint until his death in the poorhouse at
Madron in 1942, at the age of 87. Sadly, most of his paintings have
now been destroyed, but examples of his work have been exhibited in
both London and New York.
A shout from the far corner of the graveyard brought a timely end

to our search. We were now all soaked to the skin, but the grave of
the old fisherman was found. The tombstone lies flat and the whole
surface is composed of tiles in earthy autumnal colours designed and
fired by the master of ceramics, Bernard Leach. Each tile is different
yet fits perfectly with its neighbour to build a picture of a lighthouse,
a traditional welcome for sailors safely home from sea. At its
base is the simplest of epitaphs, "Alfred Wallis, Artist and Mariner."
-MICHAEL HUMPHRIES, London.

A special place

I rediscovered the loch almost by accident. I'd visited it once, while I
was still a student, but hadn't so much as thought of it for five years
until I found myself living nearby. One cold April day, with guests to
entertain and nowhere of note yet open to the early spring tourists,
we took a run there on the off chance that the short-eared owls I'd
seen before would be as obliging again. We walked along the loch-side
road, muffled against the biting wind. In due course we found an owl
quartering the hillside above us; our hands were so cold that we
could hardly hold the glasses, but the bird was unconcerned by us and
flew low overhead. Later on we saw two together, sparring in mid-air
in the early dusk, silent like outsized moths.
As the light faded, we almost missed the day's star prize. In the

gloom, a pair of red-throated divers flew in and would have gone in
the book as cormorants had they not started "hoo-hooing" to each
other. Another visitor told us that he had seen them there before, and
we drove home with the smugness that comes of having made a diffi-
cult diagnosis and being proved right.

In the weeks that followed we went back many times. I was looking
for a practice to join after my vocational training, and my wife was
carrying our first child. As the pile of refusal letters grew ever higher,
and our spirits sank ever lower, we found in our loch a place where we
could unwind; often we would go on the spur of the moment, taking a
picnic rather than sitting down to a meal at home. We only once failed
to see a bird of note, and that, inevitably, was when we took some other
friends to show them our peregrines, owls, and cuckoos.
Out of the blue, a phone call, a hurried journey south, handshakes

all round and a dramatic rise in my credit rating.
In the weeks that followed my appointment, we were too busy to go

to the loch for a while. When eventually we did get there again, it was a
dull, dreich, grey, drizzly day, and we sat in the car eating our lunch,
looking down on the loch through the rain-splattered windscreen.
There was a splash, and through the rain I saw a large, heavy bird fly
up from the water. I lost it as I jumped out of the car, but sweeping
round the loch with my glasses I found a bird that produced instant
sinus tachycardia; big, brown above, pale below, rather stiff-winged
and flying over a secluded loch, it had to be an osprey. Another joined
it and the pair flew the length of the loch above us, silhouetted against
the sky before eventually dropping low enough for us to see their
colours. Later, a third bird appeared, probably one of last year's young
or an unpaired bird, but the pair paid it little attention and it drifted
off alone. We lost them all then, and were on the point of going when a
single bird reappeared and gave us a virtuoso display of fishing.
We went back only a few times after that. Once, we saw the osprey

fishing briefly, but never again had the long views of that first occasion.
Once, I pointed it out to some other visitors-a foolish thing to do,
since you never know what other people will do with the knowledge of
the whereabouts of rare birds; they were polite but uninterested, which
was just as well. The fewer people who know, the better for the birds,
and the better for the birds, the better for the people who know.
LINDSAY J C EASTON, general practitioner, Lincoln.

Correction

Is serum y-glutamyltransferase a misleading test?

In the paper by Drs R Penn and D J Worthington (12 February, p 531) the
first sentence of the conclusions should have read: "In the face of the widely
varying factors that influence serum y-glutamyltransferase values, it is
surprising that y-glutamyltransferase estimations have not lost popularity for
differential diagnosis among clinicians, even though it is one of the most
sensitive indicators of hepatobiliary disease."
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