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London September 1951

Fifty-eight years ago a boy from Harrow went
up to Trinity College, Cambridge, to study history.
This summer he retires from the mastership of his
College, the greatest historian of our time. His
books are known and read throughout the world,
his English Social History having sold more than
400,000 copies, a record for history books ap-
proached only by his great-uncle Macaulay. Such
is the story of G. M. Trevelyan. In the quiet
sifting of events and personalities his life work
has been spent in the linking of the past with the
present, in the soft as well as in the highlights of
history. To him history is romance. It is still
miraculous that of old men strove and fought
where we now walk.
With the perspective of hundreds of years, to

borrow a phrase, time marches on. With so large
a proportion of medical knowledge crowded into
less than one century, medicine advances with
more than Olympic speed and its advances are
broadcast far faster than the news of Marathon.
At the turn of the century an Edinburgh medical
student was observed not to be taking notes at a
medical jurisprudence lecture. When asked by
his professor for an explanation of his omission,
the student replied that he had no need; he had
his father's notes. In which branches of the
medical curriculum would the notes of 50 years
ago be of service to a present-day student?
There are obviously certain subjects of which

the essentials have changed little in this time,
particularly perhaps in anatomy; to offset this,
however, we have introduced our own difficulties
in matters of terminology. On the other hand,
physiology is a different subject, and biochemistry
an entirely new one. No part of these subjects
has involved more patient and painstaking in-
vestigation than that of the clotting of the blood.
In this present issue Jackson gives us as clear a

statement of the stages involved in this process as
our present knowledge allows. To the mechan-
isms involved he relates the various types of
haemorrhagic diseases of childhood of which our
knowledge has steadily grown. As a result the
term purpura simplex is discarded as indefinite and
without value.

Similarly, in the matter of fluid and electrolyte
metabolism advance has been slow. We know, by
observation, some of the clinical findings in cases
of dehydration, of the various types of depletion
and of the results of certain replacements by which
great improvements can be effected. The effects
of potassium loss, for instance, have only recently
been pointed out. Other elements and substances,
known and unknown, may well have similar in-
fluences. In so delicately balanced a matter as
human metabolism it seems likely that our present
methods are of the crudest, that the biochemist
will be brought more and more into clinical
matters. We hope that our successors may walk
where we have sought and striven. Perhaps the
days for a request for an urgent blood zinc estima-
tion are not so far distant as might be thought.

In the consideration of electrolyte balances we
are accustomed to think of the strength of solutions
in terms of milligrams per cent. This is a simple
measure for the preparation of the solutions, but
it gives no indication whatsoever of the number of
ions present, and electrolytes combine by numbers
of ions, not by their absolute weights. A unit of
measurement has therefore been devised which is
an expression of the actual number of ions present
in the solution. This is the milli-equivalent per
litre (m. eq./L), and represents a strength of one
thousandth part of the equivalent weight of the
substance in grammes per litre.
At first encounter such a definition is obviously

alarming; one's reaction is reminiscent of that to
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the definition of pH. When this had been over-
come, however, and the simplicity of a numerical
index of acidity or alkalinity appreciated its ad-
vantages are obvious. Milli-equivalents per litre
are another such simplification.
With such vast changes occurring so rapidly in

medical science we look eagerly for opportunities
of peace and quiet to read, to discuss and to digest;
for closer relations between practitioner and

specialist, greater opportunities for practitioners
in the'hospitals, for freedom from financial worries
-all difficult problems at the present time. Per-
haps our quarrelsome democratic ways are wrong.
Would it not be wiser for us to go eastward, where
a certain regime came into power as a result of
' free general elections' and where ' the voice of
the people is God '? In certain religions, of course,
the fallibility of the deity is accepted.

Cancer of the Colon and Rectum
Welch and Giddings give a very sobering report

from their survey of the cases of carcinoma of the
colon and rectum admitted to the Massachusetts
General Hospital between I937 and 1948. Two-
thirds of the patients were incurable, whilst the
five-year survival rate after resection was 45 per
cent. On the other hand, the operative mortality
of resection fell from 15 per cent. in 1937 to 3 per
cent. from 1944 to 1948. This improvement they
attribute largely to the antibiotics. They conclude
that surgery should tend more towards radical
procedures and away from local and sphincter-
saving operations, whilst in carcinoma of the
descending and sigmoid colons resection of the
inferior mesenteric vessels with radical left hemi-
colectomy should be undertaken only if glandular
metastases are present.
From their figures they confirm that almost half

the tumours can be felt by the examining finger,

and that nearly two-thirds can be seen with the
sigmoidoscope.
The implications are obvious. There is no

substitute for early and complete physical examina-
tion, and herein lies our greatest present hope for
improved results.

Prof. Warren Cole (I95I), in a clinic report,
states that in a series of his own cases the average
duration of symptoms before treatment for the
right colon was 13 months, for the left colon 7 to
8 months. He emphasizes the danger of giving
a barium meal to these patients owing to the
possibility of completing the obstruction, and
stresses the importance of the cooperation of a
skilled radiologist in the interpretation of the
radiographic appearances.

COLE, Prof. V. H. (i95I), Postgrad. Med. J., 1o, 35
WELCH, C. E. and GIDDINGS, W. P. (195I), New Eng. J.

Med., 244, 859.

Transparent Plastic Blocks for Museum
Specimens
There have been many improvements in recent

years in the preservation of specimens for teaching,
the greatest of these being, perhaps, in the pre-
servation of colour. Perspex for containers, used
originally owing to shortage of glass, has proved
popular being lighter and less fragile than glass.
Kampmeier and Haviland (I95I) now report the
development of their method of embedding
specimens in transparent plastic blocks, especially
in the synthetic resin 'castolite'. Working
particularly with brain sections, their earlier
experiments were prone to develop a white

haze at the margin of the specimen, manifesting
itself only after the polymerization of the plastic
surround as it sets. By preliminary treatment of
the specimen with concentrated sugar solution
they are now able to avoid this and have produced
specimens completely unchanged after one
year.

For teaching, these solid preparations have many
advantages. They can be handed round a class
without fear of damage and, for all practical
purposes, are not affected by trauma or external
application of any kind.

KAMPMEIER, 0. F. and HOSPODAR, E. W (I95I), Anat.
Record, x1o, i.
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