
THE

POSTGRADUATE
MEDICAL JOURNAL

EDITORIAL

In no branch of medicine are the historical
facts so obscure as the acute abdomen. The
writings of the ancients and also those of the
Middle Ages and the i8th and early Igth centuries
are so muddled, uncertain and inaccurate that
little of value emerges from a study of those
sections which deal with acute abdominal disease.
This state of affairs is hardly creditable when one
thinks of the frequency with which patients must
have died as a result of an acute abdominal
catastrophe.

Acute appendicitis forms a typical example:
in I554 Jean Fernel described the post-mortem
findings of a girl who died from perforation of the
caecum.intestinum (? appendix); in I7I1 Lorenz
Heister also recorded the finding at post-mortem
of an appendix abscess, and in i8I2 John Parkinson
repeated this observation, but neither these
observers nor anyone else appreciated the im-
portance of acute appendicitis. This was left to
Reginald Fitz, Professor of Pathological Anatomy
at Harvard; in I886 he read a paper entitled
'Perforating Inflammation of the Vermiform
Appendix, with special reference to its early
diagnosis and treatment'; in this he described
in clear and concise terms acute appendicitis and

stated that if it became evident that general
peritonitis was imminent, at the end of 24 hours
after the sudden intense pain the appendix should
be exposed and removed. Thus it was only in
x886, 69 years ago, that a clear conception of this
disease was obtained. Fitz did not discover acute
appendicitis nor was he the first to advise.appendi-
cectomy but he performed the great service of
clearing up the muddled thinking which had
preceded him.

In this period of the last 20 or 30 years of the
Igth century the other major acute abdominal
catastrophes were duly described, the morbid
anatomical changes correctly correlated with the
clinical features and rational and effective treat-
ment advised. Since this time the mortality of all
acute abdominal emergencies has been considerably
reduced, largely due to better ancillary aids such as
improved anaesthesia, antibiotics and pre- and
post-operative care, but still efficient treatment
depends upon an early and correct diagnosis and
the concluding remarks of Fitz's paper of 'I886
are as important today as they were when he wrote
them: 'The negative results from a diagnostic
laparotomy in acute appendicitis do not contra-
indicate the operation.'
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