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Amritsar) 

Osler to our generation is a fascinating 
legend and my purpose of giving you a talk 
about the great man is to try and kindle suffi- 

cient interest to stimulate you to read Harvey 
Cushing's monumental biography of Osier 

which indeed should be read by every medical 
student. 

William Osier was the youngest in a family 
of nine and was born on July 12th, 1849, in a 

parsonage at Bon Head, Canada. His father 

Reverened Featherstone Lake Osier was a young 

Clergyman from Cornwall when he migrated to 
Canada in 1837 having married Ellen Free 

Pickton the same year. He had served in the 

British Navy for a number of years where he 

rose to be a Lieutenant. In the wilds of Canada 

these pioneer parents of William Osier laboured 
under incredible hardships and Rev. Osier used 
to hold services in 20 different places over a 

territory of 2000 sq. miles. At some out-of-way 
places the date of next service would be 

announced 6 months or more ahead and the con- 

gregation would be there without any further 

notice. William Osier's punctuality was pro- 

bably inspired by his father. 

William's mother was really a remarkable 

lady, small in build but possessing tireless 

energy. Dark as her husband was fair she had 

beautiful features and an unfailing wit. She 

brought up no fewer than nine children despite 
a late start. She was thirty when she married. 
She lived to celebrate her 100th birthday but 
left it to her great grandchildren to blow the 

hundred candles. Four of her six sons achieved 

distinction. One of them became a leading finan- 
cier of Canada and it was to this brother's 

generosity that William Oslar owed his post- 

* An address to the Medical Students p,t Medical 

College, Amritsar, on 19th January 1952. 
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graduate studies abroad. "He has the warmest 

heart and the most open hand of anv man I 

know." 

Only a few anecdotes of his early life survive. 
It is related that when he was two years old he 

had been left tethered to a calf who butted him 

into a pail of milk they were sharing and nearly 
drowned him. Another story relates to his two 

years elder sister Charlotte losing a tip of her 

finger when she was teasing him by putting her 
little hand on the stump over which William 

was chopping the faggots into stumps. He 

warned her that if she did not take the hand 

away by the count of three, she would lose her 
finger, and so she did. When William was 

pulled out from his place of hiding to be given 
the punishment he had earned, the little devoted 
sister saved him by her entreaties. 

At school William made a name for his prac- 
tical jokes and was quite a mischievous boy. In 

fact he had to spend a day in goal and pay a fine 
of one dollar with costs for having joined other 
bad boys of his school in smoking out their 

unpopular house-keeper. After this incident he 

had to move to another school at Weston near 

Toronto where he met his teacher Rev. W. A. 

Johnson who introduced him to the use of a 

microscope and study of geology and biology. 
At the age of eighteen Osier began to describe 
the algae and polyzoa of Canada and his inte- 

rest in biology was stimulated further by another 
inspiring teacher Dr. James Bovell of the 

Toronto Medical School which Oslar joined in 

1868. All this time William Osier was heading 
for Church but after a year with Dr. Bovell he 

had changed to Medicine, and curiously enough 
Dr. Bovell at the same time was changing over 
to Church from Medicine. Bovell was an absent- 

minded teacher and many stories have survived 
He lost his buggy and horse, which were found 
standing before a house he had visited the pre- 
vious day. Bovell inspired William much and 
whenever he was preoccupied or waiting the 
name he would scrible was always of James 

Bovell rather than his own. After two years at 

Toronto he shifted to McGill University at 

Montreal where the clinical opportunities were 
excellent. Here he met his third great teacher 
Dr. Palmer Howard of whom he wrote 
' I have seen many teachers and have had 

many colleagues, but I have never known one in 
whom was more happily combined a stern sense 
of duty with the mental freshness of youth'. 
Osier graduated M.D. in 1872 and soon proceed- 

ed to U.K. spending fifteen months at 

University College Hospital under Prof. Burdo'1 
Sanderson. Here he made the important contu 
bution of a description of the form and mo^ 

ments of blood platelets in the circulating blo?'' 

He soon developed an excellent reputation as 

original investigator. He continued his studio 
in Berlin and Vienna where the great Virch?iV 

and Billroth greatly inspired him. Before ^ 
had made up his mind to go to Europe Bove 
had strongly advised William Osier to go 

India ' 
as I know that no such field f?r 

fortune and fame is open to man elsewhere 
? 

There was a brief time when the desire of h1" 

life was to joint the Indian Medical Service 
tc 

which he referred later as a dream of "VishnJ 

land, what Avatar!" 

He returned to Montreal in 1874 and was so^ 
appointed Professor of Institute of Medicine 

^ ^ 
teach Physiology and Histology. In 1876 

^ 
was appoined Pathologist to the Montr?3 
General Hospital having earned this post ' 

prodigious but unofficial labour in the aut?P-jj. 
room. In later years William Osier wrote 

^ 
his having suffered from an acute attack 
impecuniosity during this period. Two ycil' 
later in 1878 he was selected a physician to 

General Hospital over the heads of the assist ^ 
physicians, a compliment to his abilities and 

tribute to the sagacity of the management, 
after this appointment he left for London 
clinical studies. This habit of visits abr?a; 
eventually became a firm habit. He al^a'j, 
advocated a quinquennial brain-dusting f?r 

^ 
workers to enable them to keep in the front 

It is amusing to recollect his keenness on d?^ 
a post-mortem on the celebrated Alexis 

^ 
Martin of William Beaumont fame. In 

r 

spring of 1880 when St. Martin's end was 11 e'^ 
the village doctor in knowledge of local s?11 

^ 

ment sent a telegram to William Osier 
come for autopsy; will be killed'. The n 

f 

had travelled to the village that William ^ u 
was keen to do the post-mortem on St. Mar 

body. 

In 1884 the University of Pennsylvania, 
delphia, offered him the professorship of ^ ,pi< 
cine and this marked the end of Osier's ins- 
tigations as a scientist in the fields of physl? ^ 
and zoology. In the same year he was 

fellow of the Royal College of Physicj'?^ 
London, after the shortest possible prob*1 
In 1885 he delivered the Goulstonian lectuic" 
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Malignant Endocarditis, the first good account 
lri English. His reputation as a fine teacher and 
a remarkable worker grew rapidly at Philadel- 
phia leading to his being offered in 1888 the 

cJiair of Medicine at the Johns Hopkins Univer- 
Slty, Baltimore. This school he made world 

bilious, welding together the best features of 

German and English medicine. He revolu- 

tionised medical teaching in America by introduc- 
es bed-side teaching. I am tempted to digress 

tell you about the fascinating story of Johns 
^?pkins and the men who built such a famous 
s{lrine of learning but of this on another occa- 
Sl?n. Two things here were remarkable and of 
^is we, whose vision at times is so narrow and 

Provincial, might take notice with profit. None 

the chiefs of service was above forty and 
^We was nobody from Baltimore! 

In 1892 came from him the famous 'Princi- 

and Practice of Medicine' and on February 
when it was published, he took a bound 

c?Py to his fiancee and tossing the volume in her 
laP, he said 'There, take the darn thing; now 
what are y0U going to do with the man?' Osier 

was then 42 and soon after their wedding they 
on a honeymoon voyage for Canada and 

^ngland. While in England Osier attended the 

meeting, an occasion which gave Mrs. 
^sler such a distaste for these functions that her 
^dvice to wives in general was to keep away 
r?m them, lest they pass their time darning 
heir husbands' socks in a hotel bed-room while 

husbands gallivant with their male compa- 
nions. Gross Revere, lady Osier, was an ideal 
Partner to Sir William for 27 eventful years, 

^'e insisted on subordinating their personal in- 

tonations to the greater claims of medicine. She 

helped him not only in making wise decisions 
^t also protected him from all non-professio- 
nal worries and cares. When they were finally 

having for Oxford Sir William left the house 

^ree days before they were due to sail leaving 
^ packing to his wife who teasingly said 'Willie's 
Ulotto may well be aequanimitas because he 

^^Vays flees when things like this are going on'. 

The Baltimore years were the most productive 
William Osier was already famous the world 

?v^r when his former teacher Sir John Bur don 

^anderson retiring from the Regius chair of 

;^edicine at Oxford asked him to accept nomi- 
llation as his successor. Osier was then fifty- 

^ and was feeling the overstrain of a very 

. Usy life. But at Oxford he had no peace plung- 
lrig into diverse activities immediately after 

arrival. Raclcliffe Infirmary, teaching, Bodleian 

library, the Aims-House and the Royal Society 
of Medicine were some of the items of his end- 

less activity while at Oxford. He had been a 

big collector of rare books for many years and 

possessed a magnificent library which contains 

many rare and valuable books. His published 
works, papers and addresses covered a very wide 
field and were more than a thousand in number. 

"So wide are they" wrote Sir Humphry Rolles- 
ton "that any writer especially with a new idea, 
observation or historical subject, would be well 
advised to find out before publishing what 
Osier may have said upon the subject". 

The first world war was tragic, their gallent sod 
so full of promise, died of wounds on August 

30th, 1917, in Belgium. The surgeon nearest at 

hand was the old family friend, Harvey Cushing, 
but there was nothing to be done. The stricken 

father wrote that very night : 'Poor Grace ! it 

hits her hard; but we are both going to be brave 
and take up what is left of life as "though he 
were with us'. Brave indeed they were and they 
carried on the same way, with lavish hospitality 
and living for others. In October 1919 wintry 
weather caught him in a hired car away from 

home in a lonely place towards nightfall and 
the car broke down. He arrived home looking 
ill, broncho-pneumonia set in and after a few 

weeks he died on the afternoon of December 

29th, 1919. There was an impressive service in 
Christ Church Cathedral on January 1st, 1920 
when men and women gathered from all over to 

pay their last tribute to their beloved physician. 
His ashes mingled with Lady Osier's who died in 

1928, repose in an urn in the Osier Library of 
MaGill University surrounded by the books so 

dear to him. 

Before conclusion I should like you all to read 

with me a part of the letter he wrote from 

Vienna for the American medical profession. 
" 

Austria may well be proud of what 

Vienna's school has done for the world, and she 
still maintains a great reputation, though it 

cannot be denied, I think, that the Aesculapian 
centre has moved from the Danube to the 

Spree. But this is what has happened in all 

ages. Minerva Medica has never had her chief 

temples in any one country for more than a 

generation or two. For -a long period at the 

Renaissance she dwelt in northern Italy, and 

from all parts of the world men flocked to 

Padua and to Bologna. Then for some reasons 

of her own she went to Holland, where she set 
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up her chief temple at Leyden with Bcerna&ve as 
her high priest. Uncertain for a time, File 

here with Bcerhaave's pupils, van Swieten 
and de Haen; and could she have come to terms 
about a temple she doubtless would have stayed 
permanently in London where she found in John 
Hunter a great high priest. In the first four 

decades of the nineteenth century she lived in 

France, where she built a glorious temple to 
which all flocked. Why she left Paris, who can 

say? But suddenly she appeared here, and 

Rokitansky and Skoda rebuilt for her the temple 
of the new Vienna School, but she did not stay 
long. She had never settled in Northern Ger- 

many, for though she loves art and science she 
hates with a deadly hatred philosophy and all 

philosophical systems applied to her favourite 
study. Her stately German shrines, her beauti- 
ful favourite Alexandrian home, her noble 

temples, were destroyed by philosophy. Not 

until she saw in Johannes Muller and in 

Rudolph Virchow true and loyal disciples did 

she move to Germany, where she stays in spite 
of the tempting offers from France, from Italy, 
from England, and from Austria. 

In an interview most graciously granted to 

me, as a votary of long standing, she expressed 
herself very well satisfied with her present home 
where she has much honour and is much appre- 
ciated. I boldly suggested that it was perhaps 
time to think of crossing the Atlantic and setting 
up her temple in the new world for a generation 
or two. I spoke of the many advantages, of the 
absence of tradition?here she visibly weakened, 
as he has suffered so much from this poison?the 
greater freedom, the enthusiasm, and then I 

spoke of missionary work. At these words she 

turned on me sharply and said: 'That is not for 
me. We gods have but one motto?those that 
honour us we honour. Give me the temples, 
give me the priests, give me the true worship, 
the old Hippocratic service of the art and of 

the science of ministering to man, and I will 

come. By the eternal law under which we gods 
live I would have to come. I did not wish to 

leave Paris, where I was so happy and where I 

was served so faithfully by Bichat, by Laennec 
and by Louis'?and the tears filled her eyes 

and her voice trembled with emotion?'but 

where the worshippers are the most devoted, 
not mark you, where they are the most numer- 

ous; where the clouds of incense rise highest, 
there must my chief temples be, and to it from 

all quarters will the faithful flock. As it was in 

Greece, in Alexandria, in Rome, in 

Italy, in France, so it is now in Germany, an; 
so it may be in the new world I long to 

?;3C' 

Doubtless she will come, but not till the presen 
lS 

crude organization of our medical clinics 
^ 

changed, not until there is a fuller realization ^ 

internal medicine as a science as well as an 

If we also wish to invite Minerva Medica 
to 

our ancient land we will have to satisfy her con- 

ditions so vividly painted by one of her greats 
devotees. 


