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At this time of the year it is customary to find in
journals of all kinds reviews of the progress and
events of the previous year, together with specula-
tions upon the likely course of events in the year to
come. In medicine, knowledge is now becoming
so specialized that a general review of this kind
demands a breadth of outlook and intellectual
maturity that few can command, and such reviews
accordingly tend to be confined to special aspects of
medicine and its allied sciences. A glance at
reviews of this type shews such a welter of special
terms and, indeed, a consideration of so many
fundamentally new concepts, that at times we
doubt whether our fathers would recognize medi-
cine today for the subject they studied in their
youth.

In this intellectual atmosphere some degree of
arrogance and pride can scarcely be avoided, and
it is, therefore, both interesting and salutary from
time to time to recall that the physicians in the
past faced the same problems as ourselves, and that
fundamentally the major problems of the care of
the sick man as opposed to the cure of a specific
disease were the same then as now. In our last
issue a distinguished contributor, under the
pseudonym Cunctator, discussed the problems of
telling the relatives ; some 250 years ago the
Norwich physician, Sir Thomas Browne, faced
just this problem, and we find that he delivered
the news of a fatal prognosis in these trenchant
words ' Upon my first visit I was bold to tell them,
who had not let fall all hopes of his Recovery,
That in my sad Opinion he was not like to
behold a Grasshopper, much less to pluck another
Fig ; . . .' After a short description of the further
course of the disease, Sir Thomas writes ' . . for

he lived not until the middle of May, and
confirmed the observation of Hippocrates of that
mortal time of the Year when the Leaves of the
Fig-tree resemble a Daw's Claw.'
Nowadays we flatter ourselves that our prog-

nosis is based on observations more significant
than the shape of fig leaves, and no doubt that is
in many cases true, though a recollection of the
confidence placed in many tests before their
worthlessness becomes apparent is a reminder
that, even with all our modem refinements of
observation, we can be as easily misled as our
forebears. Nevertheless the great gulf which
separates the theory and practise of medicine today
from that of Sir Thomas Browne's day is due to
the constant and unremitting exercise of the
practice of observation by generations of physi-
cians, together with the extension of observation
into the field of experiment.

Surrounded by the paraphernalia of a modem
laboratory and talking the abstruse jargon of
modern technology, it is easy to think that we are
exponents of an art totally different from Sir
Thomas and his contemporaries. But one of his'
contemporaries was the illustrious William Harvey
from whose work flows in one unbroken stream
the whole torrent of modern physiology and
medicine, so that we are, in fact, true intellectual
heirs of these men, differing from them in our
practise of medicine only in that, with our in-
creased knowledge of and power over disease, we
have an increased responsibility to our patients,
and it is to be hoped that we shoulder these
responsibilities with the same humanity and
compassion as Sir Thomas, himself ' by this time
no Puny among the mighty Nations of the Dead.
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