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JOHN HUNTER, THE FATHER OF SCIENTIFIC

SURGERY

JOHN Hunter was born at the farm of Long Calderwood,

eight miles from Glasgow, on February 14th, 1728, the

youngest child of John and Agnes Hunter. John Hunter,

senior, came of a very old Ayrshire family of Norman descent,

dating from the thirteenth century, the Hunters of Hunters-

ton. His nephew, Matthew Baillie, speaks of him as *'a man
of good understanding, of great integrity, and of an anxious

temperament"; and of his wife as ''a \voman of great worth

and of considerable talents."

There were ten children in the old home. Of these the

three eldest died in childhood and four others in their early

prime, most of them of tuberculosis. Three sons grew to

manhood. The eldest, James, reputed the cleverest of the

three, first studied law, but later joined William in London
to become a doctor, and, sad to relate, quickly fell into a de-

cline and came home to die at the age of twenty-nine.

The careers of William and John were for years closely

linked, and every sketch of John's life includes much about

the brother, the elder by ten years, who was left at the age of

twenty-eight as the mainstay of his mother, .two sisters and

brother John.

The sister Dorothea married Rev. James Baillie, Presby-

terian minister at Hamilton, and afterwards Professor of

Divinity at Glasgow. Dorothea's son, Matthew Baillie, was
the author of the first important British book on Pathology,

and her daughter, Joanna, grew up to be a poetess and play-

writer, one of the intimates in the circle of which Sir Walter

Scott was the centre.

William first studied for the ministry of the Church of

Scotland, but scruples of conscience in regard to some of the

doctrines to be subscribed to led him to step out and choose
the profession of Medicine. He spent three apprentice years
with Wm. Cullen, physician at Hamilton, with a widely scat-

tered practice through the countryside. The terms of their



partnership permitted post-graduate study by either of them
during- part of each winter. Cullen became professor of

Chemistry and of Medicine in the Glasgow School, and then

came to Edinburgh, where he took the chief part in organiz-

ing the system of bedside training upon which the credit of

the Edinburgh Medical school was built. In so doing Cullen

adopted the type of training which he had observed with

admiration during his post-graduate studies under that great

teacher, Hermann Boerhaave of Leyden.

William Hunter's growing ambition carried him in 1740

to London. Thus he unconsciously anticipated the dictum of

the redoubtable Dr. Samuel Johnson, himself a devoted lover

of doctors. When a certain Mr. Ogilvie, in defence of Scot-

land, remarked that it afforded a great many .noble wild

prospects, Johnson replied : "Depend upon it. Sir, the noblest

prospect a Scotsman ever sees is the high road that leads him
to England." The London into which Wm. Hunter came was
the London of Johnson and Goldsmith, of Gay, Garrick and

Siddons, of Hogarth, Gainsborough, Reynolds and *'the young

gentleman in Grafton Street," George Romney. In music

George Frederick HaendeFs star was at its zenith. His

"Messiah" and "Israel in Egypt" were produced in 1741, and

twelve more great oratorios were composed by him before

his death in 1759. This last date recalls the fateful conquest

of Canada by the genius of Wolfe, that great step towards

the eighteenth century expansion of England. The years

which followed, up till the death of the younger Hunter in

1793, brought the momentous Revolution in France.

Young William was gifted with brilliant parts and charm-

ing manners. He attracted everyone who came within his

radius. The choice of William Smellie as his teacher, that

other West Country Scot, now apothecary and accoucheur

living in Pall Mall, probably suggested the field in which he

ultimately was to win fame as a practitioner, for Dr. Herbert

Spencer in his recent historical survey of British Midwifery,

ranks Smellie as the greatest of British obstetricians.

After a year so spent, William joined another Scot, James
Douglas, he of the "pouch", an obstetric physician and anato-

mist, as his assistant, and definitely decided upon obstetrics
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as his field of practice. In the meantime, however, he pursued

his anatomical studies and in 1746 began his first course of

lectures on anatomy at Covent Garden.

We must now see what John was doing with himself dur-

ing the years so fertile in opportunity and so conscientiously

redeemed by his elder brother.

Nothing could well be more unlike than the early ex-

perience and behaviour of these brothers. William was from
the age of fourteen a serious, well conducted, earnest student.

Up till the age of seventeen, John would have been classed

as an idle loafer by any casual observer. He hated school;

it was for him a place to stay away from, and at this age he

could read and write only with great diflficulty. But he re-

ports of himself: ''When I was a boy, I wanted to know all

about the clouds and the grasses, and why the leaves changed

colour in the autumn; I watched the ants, bees, birds, tadpoles

and caddis worms; I pestered people with questions about

what nobody knew or cared anything about." Genius knows
no law in its own mysterious unfolding. John, like Topsy,

''just growed."

It was not till he was twenty that he came to himself.

Hearing of his brother's success in London, he wrote offering

to come and work as a dissector under him. William, ever

ready to help his family, bade him come, and he started on

horseback forthwith, arriving in the Metropolis in September,

going straight to join his brother, where he was estab-

lished as assistant in William's anatomy rooms.

It seems advisable at this point to sketch the later career

of William. He had become engaged to the daughter of his

chief, Dr. Douglas, but his fiancee died and he never married.

Thereafter, William's path through life, while arduous, was
plain, and his endeavours were one after another crowned
with success, both scientific and financial. He continued to

the end a teacher of anatomy and, in practice, became the

leading obstetrician in London after the deaths of Smellie

and Douglas. He was the first man who ever attended an
English Queen at her confinement. This honour, of course,

opened to him the highest class of practice in his specialty.

He had an instinct for the danger of combining the prac-



tice of dissecting with the profession of an accoucheur. As

early as he could afford it, he set up a separate home wherein

to live and meet his patients, apart from the large house

which contained his museum and anatomy rooms, together

with lodgings for his brother and his apprentice pupils.

The chief record in black and white which he left us com-

bines in brilliant fashion his lifetime's devotion to Anatomy

and Obstetrics viz. his masterly series of dissections of the

pregnant uterus, embodied in an atlas containing thirty large

engravings with explanatory notes. It was an epoch-making

achievement when issued in 1775, and its value remains to

this day. In the preface William pays a handsome tribute to

the quality of John's work in helping him to prepare the orig-

inal dissections. The one sad episode in his later years was

the estrangement from his brother in consequence of their

rival claims to the discovery of some new points in the peri-

pheral structure of the human placenta, and the manner of

its connection with the uterine wall. Unhappily this breach

in brotherly confidence was never healed.

At the age of sixty-four, William suffered an apoplectic

stroke. He was tired out and realized that his end was near.

One day, turning to his friend Dr. Combe he said
:

''If I had

strength to hold a pen I would write how easy and pleasant

a thing it is to die." The matter-of-fact John when he heard

of this said: ''Aye, it's poor work when it comes to that."

John was allowed to render surgical assistance during his

brother's illness, but was not invited to the funeral, nor was

he mentioned in William's will.

William's death was a great sorrow to his brother,

and the way in which he spoke of it when next

he met his students, proves this clearly. One of those

who were present that day reports as follows: "Having

finished his lecture . . . Mr. Hunter seemed yet to have more

to say; at length, endeavouring to appear as if he had just

recollected something, he began: 'Ho, gentlemen, one thing

more. I need not remind you of—you all know the loss anat-

omy has lately sustained.' He was obliged to pause, and turn

his face from his hearers. At length, recovering himself, he

proceeded ... 'I have to beg that you will make allowance for
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Mr. Cruickshank, obliged at present to give lectures' (vice

William) 'for which he could have made no preparation, and

to acquaint you that the lectures will be continued as usual/

This and a few words more were not spoken without great

emotion, nor with dry eyes. The scene was so truly pathetic

that a general sympathy pervaded the whole class ; and every-

one stood or sat motionless and silent for some minutes."

William Hunter was a man of wider culture than John,

and became a companion on equal terms of the brilliant,artistic

and literary circles among London contemporaries. Reynolds,

Gainsborough, Hogarth and Samuel Johnson were among his

intimates. Like Linacre, Radcliffe, Mead, and Garth, he be-

came a collector of incunabula from the earliest printing

presses of Europe, of rare coins also and priceless manu-
scripts. Besides all this there were the gems, minerals, natu-

ral history and geological collections, and finally his magnifi-

cent anatomical museum. Fortunately, after his death, these

wonders were not dispersed, as were Mead's, at public auction,

but came into the careful hands of Matthew Baillie, his nephew
and adopted son, and from him, by William's will, passed to

the University of Glasgow, where they are preserved with

reverent care for future generations.

From 1748 to 1757 John worked as William's assistant

with unstinted devotion and at all hours of the day or night,

in the most unhealthy and disagreeable surroundings. A
student of the period records that he had known five lecturers

on Anatomy die within the foregoing ten years of ^'putrid

miasma," in modern language—of septicaemia. The Hunter

School, it must be remembered, was a private enterprise,

unrelated to any teaching hospital school and dependent en-

tirely upon the genius of the brothers for its very existence.

Within a year of his departure from the farm in Lan-

arkshire, then, we find the erstwhile idler, John, a full-fledged

demonstrator of Anatomy of uncommon skill and already

devoted to research. During these years, and through Wil-

liam's influence, John attended the hospital practice of Ches-

elden, the distinguished surgeon and intimate friend of Pope.

After Cheselden's retirement in 1751, John became a surgeon's



pupil at St. Bartholomew's with Percival Pott, who succeeded

to Cheselden's rank as the leading Surgeon in London.

During these years of intense anatomical and surgical

study John bore his share in perfecting certain demonstra-

tions 'of ultimate anatomical structure. Better methods of

injection, sometimes with metallic mercury, were the means

used. The full course of the lachrymal ducts, of the semini-

ferous tubules, and of the lymphatics and their glands were

the subjects of these researches.

During these years also, John Hunter laid the foundation

of his extensive knowledge of comparative anatomy by dis-

secting animals of all possible species he could come by. The

keeper of the animal "zoo" at the Tower of London sent him^

the carcases of the specimens which died—the keepers ot

travelling menageries did the same or sold them to him, and

travellers like Sir Joseph Banks sometimes provided him with

whales, dolphins and other sea creatures. One volume of his

posthumous papers contains the notes of scores of such dis-

sections. By the end of his career Hunter had left notes of

his dissections of five hundred animal species, and when a

witness at the Donellan trial in 1781, testified that he had

dissected several thousand human bodies.

Sir B. Moynihan in his Hunterian Oration of February

14th 1927, gives the following account of Hunter's further

studies during this period: "He began to note the earliest

stages in the development of the chick and continued ihu

study to the end of his life, deriving from it guidance for the

interpretation of the phenomena of repair and of disease.

We find him exposing the thoracic viscera, using artificial

respiration, and noting accurately what happened to heart

and lungs when the air supply was withdrawn and when it

was renewed. He studied respiration in birds, keeping cocks

alive which breathed through the cannulae inserted m their

air sacs instead of through their windpipes. He carried out

a series of experiments on absorption from the bowel m vari-

ous animals. We find him tracing out the distribution of

nerves in the nose and giving, for the first time, the right

explanation of why the fifth pair of cranial nerves should

enter into the field of mucous membrane supplied by the
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olfactory nerves. The description he then gave of the descent

of the testis and of the vital phenomena which attend that

still mysterious operation has never been surpassed. He kept

a tame kite to prove that a stomach accustomed to a flesh

diet could be educated to deal with one which was purely

vegetarian; he noted the phenomena of digestion in the

stomachs of fish, fowls, dogs; he explained post-mortem de-

struction of the stomach. He placed pieces of raw meat in

suppurating wounds and observed the digestive effects which

follow^ed; he measured the digestive (or tryptic) action of pus.

We find him deeply interested in the formation of pus upon

the unbroken surfaces of serous and of mucous membranes.

He began a series of observations on the uses of the vesiculae

seminales, and was led thereby to investigate experimentally

the potent and mysterious influence which testis and ovary

exercise on the development and grow^th of the body. We
find him seeking signs to distinguish between tissues in which

life w^as latent and those from which life had already vanished.

He believed he had discovered the organ of hearing in fishes,

and sought to discover an explanation of the curious fact

that the ovaries of eels were always destitute of ova."

The easy open air life of his days of prolonged irresponsi-

bility must have stood Hunter in good stead or he never could

have endured the labor or escaped perils to his health of these

twelve years of incessant toil. A check came at last, in 1759,

in the shape of a sharp pneumonia which he had difficulty in

shaking off. For a time phthisis was feared, and he himself

felt that a halt must be called. He took out a commission,

therefore, in 1760, and was dispatched as staff surgeon with

Hodgson and Keppel's expedition to Belleisle-en-mer, a forti-

fied island off the coast of France towards the northern end

of the Bay of Biscay. The expedition, which was a minof
episode in Britain's long struggle with France, was success-

ful, and the island remained for two years in the hands of

British troops.

In 1762, Hunter served on the frontier of Portugal. Here
he gained an extensive experience of gun and cannon shot

wounds, an account of which was in 1794 published in the

posthumous work which has always been regarded as his mas-
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terpiece, ''A Treatise on the Blood, Inflammation and Gunshot

Wounds." Whether on land or sea he kept up his researches.

One of these proved that, during the state of hibernation,

lizards do not digest worms put into their stomachs, and that

to stir them to active movement at this time of stagnant

metabolism is quickly fatal.

Early in 1763 Hunter returned to London and retired

from the Army on half pay, and after fifteen years of scientific

work along a multitude of paths of research, he finally set

up as a practising surgeon in Golden Square at the age of

thirty-five.

The field of operative surgery was rather a limited one

in those days even in London, and there were at least six men
of ability, senior to him, in practice. Hunter, therefore, had

still to teach anatomy, systematic and surgical, to earn enough

for his needs. He kept up his pursuit of comparative anatomy
also, and experimented much on animals. His operations

upon the tendons of dogs, for instance, are the basis of our

modern orthopaedic procedures in daily hospital use.

In 1767 he was elected an F.R.S., and in 1768 he became
a surgeon to St. George's Hospital. The same year he began

to take house pupils who paid him £100 per annum. Edward
Jenner, the father of smallpox vaccine, came to him in 1770

and remained his life-long friend and correspondent. Dr.

Physick of Philadelphia, one of the surgical founders of its

famous medical school, was another member of this fortun-

ate group. Among his clinical hospital class w^ere Abernethy,

Cline and Astley Cooper*

In 1770, John moved into the house in Jermyn Street

which had just been vacated by William, and the next year

he married Anne Home, daughter of an army surgeon.

The following year he bought some acres of farmland

beyond the village of Brompton, at EarFs Court, then two

miles out of London. Here he built a rambling house with

stables and outhouses. In these he kept a menagerie of his

own and carried on biological researches of all sorts, coming

*The Hunter tradition was brought to Boston by one of the Warren
family who was a pupil of Astley Cooper.
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out for week ends, and spending the autumn months there as

far as possible.

Jenner sent him multitudes of the smaller animals from

Gloucestershire, among which were many hedgehogs; eagles

turned up sometimes and once he had two leopards at the

same time. These he took back to their cell, unaided, when
they one day escaped. On another occasion he was nearly

killed by a young bull. In these episodes the early days at

Long Calderwood among the farm stock bear fruit at last.

Babington, in the Hunterian Oration of 1842, says of

Hunter's method in biological enquiry, "He had never read

Bacon, but his mode of studying was as strictly Baconian

as if he had." Hunter's own words in a letter to Jenner

have often been quoted : "I think your solution of the

problem is just; but why think, why not try the experiment?

Repeat all the experiments upon a hedgehog as soon as you

receive this, and they will give you the solution." When con-

doling with Jenner, in another letter, over a recent disap-

pointment in love. Hunter tells him: ''But let her go, never

mind her. I shall employ you with hedgehogs."

Early in October, 1775, Hunter began his famous course

of lectures on surgery, "its principles and practice, in which

will be introduced so much of the animal oeconomy as may be

necessary to illustrate the principles of those diseases which

are the object of surgery." The course comprised one hun-

dred lectures and cost four guineas. From a description of

these lectures in the European Magazine of October, 1782, it

is clear that less stress was laid upon operative surgery than

on the physiology of the blood and tissues, the object being:

"to show the action of the body and its parts when in the

diseased state, with the action and effects of nature to recov-

ery, and the necessary and proper assistance to be given by

the surgeon." The principles of diseases are the first parts of

surgery to be learned. They are to the surgeon what the firsr

principles of mathematics are to the practical geometrician,

without the knowledge of which a man can neither be a philo-

sopher nor a surgeon.

"Operations should never be introduced but in cases of

absolute necessity. A surgeon should never approach a victim
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for an operation but with humiliation: it is a reflection upon

the healing art. He is then like the savage in arms, who per-

forms by violence what a civilized nation would accomplish

by stratagem. No surgeon should approach the victim of his

operation without a sacred dread and reluctance and should

be superior to that popular eclat generally attending painful

operations, often only because they are painful, or are ex-

pensive to the patient. Mr. Hunter having observed that the

greatest part of the books published in Surgery contain little

else than relations of cases and modes of treatment and that

the practitioners have been too easily satisfied with a collec-

tion of facts, without embracing the catalogue of diseases as

a system, proposes in his Course to examine the theory and

principles of diseases in a regular series. His doctrines are

drawn from personal observations made in the course of an

indefatigable life, with the constancy of a most adventurous

mind. His idea, mode of reasoning, as well as his arrange-

ment of diseases are new : and he therefore has received little

aid from books or from other professors."

All this must have been startling doctrine to the ears

which first heard it. It was the great new note, the manifesto

of the scientific surgical renaissance. Lister proclaimed the

same gospel when his spirit was stirred by the same great

argument, and it was from John Hunter that this inspiration

came.

It does not appear that Hunter was a brilliant lecturer.

Probably it was in this respect that the heaviest price was
paid for the educationally undisciplined years of his youth.

His pupil Abernethy says that his language was 'inelegant

and often coarse, his delivery heavy and unengaging, his

methods confused with attempts to find words for thoughts,

or else to read from little scraps of paper." But the same
Abernethy and his fellows never ceased to boast of having

been his pupils, and from them the new surgical learning

spread to the ends of the earth.

His pupil and biographer, Drewry Ottley, tells us

Hunter's way with his students as follows: ''Occasionally,

too, he would say to any of the pupils whom he

saw taking notes, 'You had better not write down that
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observation, for very likely I shall think differently next

year' : and on one occasion, after lecturing for a considerable

time, he stopped short, raised his spectacles, and said, 'Gen-

tlemen, I think you had better omit what I have been saying

:

the fact is, I had an idea when I wrote down this, but I have

lost the train of thought connected with it, and I cannot now
recall it.' This was a difficulty he not unfrequently experi-

enced."

Stephen Paget thus criticizes Hunter's use of language:

"Certain phrases, which were no more than metaphors, he

overburdened with meaning, if by any method he could de-

scribe life: such were sympathy, affinity, the irritation of

imperfection, the stimulus of death, the blood's consciousness

of its being a useful part of the body, the consent of the fluids

with the solids, the stimulus of nature, the stimulus of neces-

sity for coagulation of the blood. A curious instance of this

abuse of words occurs in his account of the absorption of

diseased or superfluous tissues within the body: The remote

cause of absorption of whole and living parts implies the

existence of two conditions, the first of which is a conscious-

ness, in the parts to be absorbed, of the unfitness or impos-

sibility of remaining under such circumstances, whatever

they may be, and therefore they become ready for removal,

and submit to it with ease. The second is a consciousness, of

the absorbents, of such a state of the parts. Both these con-

curring, they have nothing to do but to fall to the work. Now
the part that is to be absorbed is alive, it must feel its own
inefficacy and admit of absorption. The vessels must have

the stimulus of imperfection of this part, as if they were

sensible that this part were unfit; and therefore take it up.

There must be a sensation in both parts. When the part to

be absorbed is a dead part, then the whole disposition is in

the absorbents.'
"

Cline reports as follows: ''Having heard Mr. Hunter's

lectures on the subject of disease, I found him so far superior

to anything I had conceived or heard before, that there seemed

no comparison between the great mind of the man who de-

livered them, and all the individuals, whether ancient or

modern, who had gone before him."
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Stephen Paget judges that the "immeasurable extent of

Hunter's thoughts overstrained the attention of these young
men." His class did not grow in numbers, even falling as

low as twelve in 1786, thirteen years after he had begun lec-

turing.

In 1776, Hunter was appointed Surgeon extraordinary

to the King. His letters to Jenner of the same year illustrate

the ceaseless energy of his questing mind, peering into the

secrets of nature in every direction where a chance of throw-

ing light on some problem suggested itself. Here is one

example of many that might be offered: "I have but one

order to send you, which is, to send everything you can get,

either animal, vegetable, or mineral, and the compound of the

two, either animal or vegetable mineralized.

''Have you large trees, of different kinds, that you can

make free with? If you have, I will put you upon a set of

experiments with regard to the heat of vegetables.

"Have you any eaves, where bats go to at night? If you

have, I will put you upon a set of experiments concerning the

heat of them at different seasons."

His brother-in-law and literary executor, Everard Home,
reports that Hunter used to work at his collections from sun-

rise till 8 a.m. daily, and in such intervals by day as practice

allowed. Wm. Clift, his prosector and general assistant, tells

us that each night at twelve he took leave of Hunter, bringing

him a freshly trimmed lamp wherewith to continue his studies

till 2 a.m. at least. At 6 a.m. when Clift was due on deck

again, he often found his chief already at work.

His attitude towards the monetary reward of his practice

is shown by his remarking on one occasion: "I must go and

earn that damned guinea, or I shall be sure to want it to-

morrow." Every penny he could spare went out upon his col-

lections. At his busiest as a surgeon he earned £5,000 a year,

but when every claim was satisfied after his death, the cash

balance was but £1,500.

The disease Angina Pectoris, which ultimately killed him,

made its first appearance in the spring of 1773, twenty years

before his death. The predisposing causes were there in full

force—twenty-five years of the most intense application with
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little change or relief, except the comparative rest of the

years of military service ; a gouty constitution ; and certainly

not least important, an accidental inoculation of himself with

syphilis in 1767. Of all the experiments made upon his own
person by Hunter this was the most rash. Under the impres-

sion that he had only inoculated himself with the venereal

infection now associated with Neisser's gonococcus, he gave

himself luetic disease as well. This he treated with mercury,

chiefly by inunction, but only in palliative doses, as he wished

to watch the development of the disease within the system

step by step. Later, he used full doses and continuous treat-

ment to bring about cure. The whole episode took three years

to complete. If it had led him to the knowledge of fresh truth

about these diseases, there might have been some compensa-

tion for the risk run, but unhappily, Hunter felt convinced

that the one infection was capable of producing any sort of

venereal disease. The authority of his name helped to darken

counsel for many a day in this department of pathology.

The Angina did not revisit Hunter for three years, and

thereafter returned at long intervals, but during the last

eight years of life the pain became a thing of daily experience.

In 1783, the year of William's death, John, having no

room left in the Jermyn Street house, removed to a larger

one in Leicester Square. The land behind it and the house

beyond that in the next street he also purchased. His museum
he built between the two houses. The tradition is that from
this rambling set of buildings, Stevenson conceived his idea

of the setting of his romance ''Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde." To-

day nothing remains of any part of these structures.

In this great house Mrs. Hunter's social genius and

musical talents found an ample stage. Once a week, during

the season, a brilliant assembly took place where one might
meet the choicest spirits in the literary, artistic, and musical

coteries of London, besides foreign visitors of note. The com-
poser, Joseph Haydn, Beethoven's great forerunner, paid his

first visit to London in 1791 and must have been the guest of

Anne Hunter. One of her best lyrics is enshrined by Haydn
in his charming song setting of "My mother bids me bind

my hair," a song which still lives. When he composed his
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immortal oratorio, ''Creation," in later years in Vienna, it

was English words, not German, that Haydn set to great

music. They were a free rendering of passages from Milton's

'Taradise Lost." The rough draft of this libretto is still ex-

tant, in Anne Hunter's handw^riting.

In these brave doings our John took little part. He might

be noticed in the small hours making his way as best he could

upstairs to his four hours' sleep, stemming the social tide

descending upon him—''the world forgetting by the" (social)

"world," at least, "forgot."

Clift tells us that at this period Hunter had fifty persons

dependent upon him daily in his two great establishments, in

addition to the articled pupils, who, of course, paid for their

privileges.

In December, 1785, Hunter performed his first ligature of

the femoral artery in Hunter's Canal for popliteal aneurism.

The old operation had proved unsatisfactory. The superficial

position of the popliteal vein in relation to the artery made
ligature above and below the sac very difficult without damage
to the vein. Hence there often followed thrombosis and gan-

grene of the leg. This improvement was perhaps Hunter's

chief contribution to operative surgery. James Syme became

one of its champions in later days, and had a remarkable

series of first intention healings, after it, long before anti-

septic surgery was introduced.

Readers of Boswell's Life of Johnson will remember how
common it was in the latter part of the eighteenth century

for men of similar tastes to form themselves into clubs to

provide occasions for the discussion of their common concerns.

Samuel Johnson was fond of classifying his friends according

as they possessed or did not possess the merit of being "club-

able." In this, at least, Hunter followed the fashion of the

time. He organized in 1783 a club of nine members which

met monthly at Slaughter's Coffee House. How these old

hostelry names smack of good fellowship and of good cheer!

Here they dined and had good talk, with the reading and dis-

cussion of papers to follow. This club was rather donnish

and exclusive. It lived for thirty years and during that period

had only eighteen members. They were all men of five years'
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standing at least on joining, and most of them were of St.

Bartholomew's, St. George's, Guy's or St. Thomas'.

Still another group Hunter organized in 1785 called ''Ly-

ceum Medicum Londinense." This had a large membership,

many of whom were undergraduates. They met every Friday

evening from eight-thirty till eleven, from October till May,

at Hunter's lecture room in Leicester Square. The first hour

was given to the discussion of clinical cases. The Club

formed a library and offered a gold medal for the best dis-

sertation read each season. Besides an occasional dinner

party or a rare visit to the theatre when Mrs. Siddons filled

the stage, these clubs were the chief recreation of Hunter's

maturer years. His biological researches, however, were the

pursuits which he followed with the passion and. gusto nur-

tured by genius. By profession a surgeon, as an immortal

he was a rider of hobbies of heroic proportions .

It remains now to review the last of the controversies,

on this occasion with his surgical colleagues at St. George's,

in which John Hunter broke a lance. The outcome was a

tragedy, for the lance which was broken was his own heart.

St. George's Hospital originated in 1733 when the

minority of the supporters of the old Westminster Infirmary,

led by all its physicians, objected to rebuild in the city and
broke off from the old group. They purchased the fine house

and policies of Lord Lanesborough at Hyde Park, then on the

outmost fringe of London, and remodelled its interior as a

hospital of thirty beds. Within two years this number had
been doubled and funds came in fast. By the time Hunter
joined the staff in 1768, the enlarged St. George's had two
hundred beds and four surgeons, besides a staff of physicians.

Each member of staff had his own group of students

who attended ward visits, consultations, operations, and post-

mortems. For all other studies they had to roam London;
e.g. to Windmill Street for Anatomy ; for Midwifery to Golden

Square; for Chemistry and Practice of Physic with Materia

Medica to Leicester Fields. No formal lectures were given

at St. George's, no case records were made out by the pupils

:

they had no museum, no laboratory.

From the first Hunter's quarrel with the other surgeons
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was because he saw the reputation of the hospital as a teach-

ing institution steadily declining, while these men did nothing

to save the situation. For fifteen years things went on with-

out open rupture but with growing animosity on both sides.

John's professional manners were not controlled and polished

like his brother's, and he did not scruple to ridicule before

the students the stale pathological views and unprogressive

practice of his three colleagues, who burned with jealousy at

the sight of the rush of students to hear Hunter at the bed-

side, where they enjoyed both his surgical insight and his

rough jokes at others' expense.

The degree of ''odium medicum" may be illustrated by

the conduct of Mr. Bromfield, one of his seniors. When
Hunter introduced his new operation for aneurism, Bromfield

condemned it, and later wrote of Hunter's first operation : '*I

once saw an attempt of this kind in which I shall only remark

that the patient died, and I believe that . . . the event of the

operation will deter the gentleman who performed it from
making a second attempt." The fact was that this patient died

fifteen months after the operation, and not because of it, nor

from any further development of aneurysmal disease.

Hunter kept urging the establishment of a regular school

on the model of Guy's, in the interest of the students of St.

George's, but with no success. By 1788 open war had been

declared. The other surgeons sent a memorial against him

to the Board. In 1792, when Hunter's brother-in-law. Home,
was defeated in an election to fill an existing surgical vacancy,

poor Hunter's exasperation reached explosive dimensions.

Every meeting of staff became a menace to his life. The only

serious blot on Hunter's conduct during this long contest

appears to have been his refusal, at last, to share the teaching

fees of the whole group equally. He determined to keep the

much larger proportion coming from his much more numerous

students in his own pocket.

A critical board meeting took place early in March, 1793.

Before it assembled. Hunter sent to every member a state-

ment in explanation and support of his position. The burden

of it was that a hospital is not fulfilling its full function if

it does not devote itself to its utmost to teach its students and
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to advance the art of medicine—that he had been for years

baulked in his aims by his surgical colleagues, one of whom
had said that ''he did not choose to lose any reputation he had

in surgery by giving lectures," and another that ''he did not

see where the art of surgery could be improved." To them
Hunter replied "that Lord Bacon was the cause of all ad-

vances in philosophy since his day, by seeing and pointing

out where and how such advances might be made."

The Board decided against Hunter. The fees, as before,

must be equally divided. Hunter had to give in. His three

colleagues then drew up a long statement regulating the con-

duct of the surgical practice and teaching ?-t St. George's

without consulting him in any way. In the autumn of the

same year, 1793, two young men came to enrol as students

with Hunter. They, however, cam.e without certificates of

having been "bred up to the profession," as the new regula-

tions demanded of them. In spite of this Hunter promised

to plead their cause at the next meeting of the Board on

Wednesday, October 16th. He told one of his friends that he

feared the inevitable dispute would be his death, and so it

proved. One of the surgeons gave the lie to a remark of

Hunter's and the fatal pain laid its hand upon his heart for

the last time. Moving with difficulty into the adjoining room
he fell, with a groan, into the arms of a friend and expired.

¥/illiam Clift, who had a rich nature gifted with a pic-

turesque imagination, thus noted Hunter's passing in a pocket-

book of his own: "John Hunter, Esq., F.R.S., etc., etc., died

October 16th, 1793; on the same day, and perhaps hour, that

the unfortunate Marie Antoinette, Queen of France, was

beheaded in Paris." Did he think, I wonder, of Hunter's col-

leagues as being also his murderers?

John Hunter's body was carried home in a sedan chair,

behind which walked his colleagues. On October 22nd it was
laid in the vault of Wren's beautiful church on Trafalgar

Square, St. Martin's-in-the-fields.

In 1859 the coffin was recovered by the naturalist Frank
Buckland, among the last three out of three thousand and

sixty-three examined. It was buried on March 28th with

great honour, in the North aisle of the Abbey. The memorial
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brass in the floor above the grave was affixed by the Royal

College of Surgeons. It bears the following inscription :

—

'The "Royal College of Surgeons of England have placed

this tablet over the grave of Hunter, to record their admira-

tion of his genius as a gifted interpreter of the Divine Power
and Wisdom at work in the Laws of Organic Life, and their

grateful veneration for his services to mankind, as the

Founder of Scientific Surgery."

In 1799, Hunter's collections, upon which he had spent

seventy thousand pounds,were bought by the nation for fifteen

thousand pounds. With this sum an annuity was bought for

Anne Hunter and her children. The Corporation of Surgeons

of London assumed the curatorship of the collections, and
faithful William Clift was put in charge. Much of our know-
ledge of Hunter's writings we owe to Cliffs diligent tran-

scriptions from the originals some of which Everard Home
destroyed in his later years, with everlasting disgrace to his

memory.
Anne Hunter lived on in widowhood for twenty-seven

years, dying at the age of seventy-nine in January, 1821.

John Hunter, Junior, went to Cambridge, entered the army
and rose to colonel's rank. He died in France without issue.

Agnes, the surviving daughter, had her mother's social and

musical gifts in a high degree. She married Captain, after-

wards Sir James Campbell, and after his death she married

Colonel Charlewood, leaving no issue of either marriage.

The chief living representative of the Hunters is Miss

Helen Hunter Baillie, grand-daughter of Matthew Baillie. She

is said to bear a strong resemblance to her great grand-uncle,

both in features and in mental characteristics.

Few men have done a heavier or more profoundly signi-

ficant day's work within the short span of forty-five years

than John Hunter. Aristotle, Galen, Vesalius, Harvey, Mor-

gagni—Hunter seemed to combine in one personality much
of the special gift of each one, together with a colossal indus-

try in research perhaps never equalled before or since. The
pious remembrance of the great men of the past is not only

an instinctive but a consoling and stimulating exercise of the

imagination. Aristotle long ago told us that to witness a
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great tragedy purified the soul through pity and fear. So the

contemplation of the life and work of the great ones gone,

especially those who glorified the profession to which we our-

selves belong, cannot but be good for us. Such thoughts

vibrate in sympathy with the ''still, sad music of humanity,"

and re-echo as sincerely the thrilling paean of triumph for

victory won in the face of menacing death. Who of this pre-

sent generation can be said to tower above his fellows as did

John Hunter, and yet he spoke of himself as a pygmy in know-

ledge. However limited our own gifts of nature may be when
compared with his, we may all strive to work in the same
spirit and toward the same great ends—the increase of

knowledge, and the improvement of the Art.

As a final tribute, let me quote the lines which Anne
Hunter wrote for inscription upon a marble tablet she pro-

posed to erect in St. Martin's-in-the-fields, to the memory of

her husband:

"Here rests in awful silence, cold and still,

One whom no common sparks of genius fired;

Whose reach of thought Nature alone could fill,

Whose deep research the love of truth inspired.
Hunter! if years of toil and watchful care,

If the vast labours of a powerful mind
To soothe the ills humanity must share,

Deserve the grateful plaudits of mankind,
Then be each human weakness buried here,
Envy would raise to dim a name so bright;

Those specks which in the orb of day appear,
Take nothing from his warm and welcome light."

Thos. Gibson.
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