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I. 
PREFACE. 

THE oration delivered from the chair of the Harveian 

Society of Edinburgh, at its annual meeting in 1873, 

forms the nucleus of the present volume. Engaged as 

Mr. Syme had been, for so many years, in OPEr.:'ations on 

the vessels that carry on the circulation of the blood, 

the narrative of his life seemed to furnish a specially 

appropriate theme for such an occasion. The favour 

with which this attempt to . portray his great pro­

fessional services was received having led to a widely 

expressed desire that it should be extended and pub­

lished, these Memorials of his Life and Writings, drawn 

up as far as possible in his own words, and dealing 

mainly, though not exclusively, with the scientific 

aspects of his career, are now presented to the public. 

Mr. Syme's controversies are well known. It was 

open to the biographer to treat them in three ways: 

firstly, they might have been passed over with a simple 

allusion; or, secondly, a condensed and epitomised ver­

sion of them might have been given; or, thirdly, they 

might have been treated as fully as the sense required, 

and as much as possible in his own words, and in those 

of his opponents. All these methods lay open to 
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certain objections. To pass over his controversies 

without due attention would not have done justice to 

his memory, for in these he showed his remarkable 

powers of argument and expression, while they always 

involved a principle; an epitome, on the other hand, 

is liable to bias on the part of the writer, or what 

is as bad, a charge of bias from one side or the other, 

however studiously this may have been guarded against. 

It was therefore thought better to reproduce them 

in as condensed a form as possible, and to adhere 

as far as could be done to his own expressions and the 

replies of his adversaries. In such a course, it was 

impossible to avoid the mention of names, both of the 

living and the dead; but it is hoped that the way in 

which this has been done will give offence to none; 

certainly none has been intended. With the exception 

of documents connected with his controversies, he has 

unfortunately left little material for the formation of a 

memoir; but all that was available has been heartily 

contributed by his son, Mr. James Syme of Millbank. 

Dr. Sharpey of London has kindly put at our 

disposal tlie letters which he possessed, the result of a 

friendly correspondence, which seems never to have 

been broken till Mr. Syme's fatal illness. 

Sir R. Christison, his old classfellow and firm friend, 

has assisted with reminiscences of his early years; while 

to Drs. John Brown and Peddie we are indebted for 

much valuable information regarding that important 
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period. of his life when engaged at his Surgical Hospital 

. at Minto House. Mr. Annandale, the Rev. Dr. Grant, 

Mr. Pillans Scarth, and others, have likewise supplied 

important information. To each and all of these the 

thanks of the Author are now sincerely offered. 

32 CHARLOTTE STRUT, 
LBITH, 1873. 
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CHAPTER I. 

Early Years and Schoolboy Days. 

JAMES SYME was born at No. 56 Princes Street, 
Edinburgh, on the 7th November 1799. The original 
house in which he first saw the light was taken down 
many years ago, to enlarge the Royal Hotel; and the 
present :Restaurant of that building now occupies its site. 
He was descended from two families of wealth and 
good position in society. His father was John Syme, of 
Cartmore in Kinross-shire and Lochore in Fifeshire, a 
Writer to the Signet, and representative of an old family 
of that name. His mother was Barbara Spottiswood, 
a daughter of James Spottiswood, Esq., of Dunipace in 
Stirlingshire. The issue of this marriage was two sons· 
-David, the present Sheriff-substitute of Kinross­
shire, and James, the subject of the present memoir, 
David being the senior by nearly three years. 

John Syme was a somewhat peculiar man. With 
much acuteness and sagacity, he was obstinate to a 
degree. The principal attribute of his character may 
be said to have been perseverance-a feature which he 
handed down to his son James in a remarkable measure, 
which served him in good stead through the struggles 
and difficulties of life, and, as we shall afterwards see, 
formed a conspicuous element of his character even on 
his deathbed. He ea.rly entered into those speculative 

B 
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purchases of land wldch constituted the fashionable 
scheme of the day; a~d as their value depended much 
on the nature of the minerals under the surface, it was 
often either a happy hit or an unlucky one. His cha!acter 
was not well suited for such ventures. He was too 
determined to give up a project, even when it was not 
likely to succeed, but hoped for and trusted in success 
to the very last. He ultimately became a sad loser by 
these speculations. 

During the early boyhood of James Syme, his father 
and family resided principally in the country, returning 
to Edinburgh only during the autumn and winter months, 
when they successively occupied a house in South St. 
David Street, and afterwards one in St . .Andrew Square; 
but they finally gave up their house in town, and 
retired to reside permanently in the country in 1808-9. 
Unlike many other boys, James's education from the 
first was carefully attended to. He received his early 
training at the grammar school of Messrs. Fulton and 
Knight, then in George Street, and well-known teachers 
of the period. We have no means of knowing what 
place James occupied at this school; but, judging from 
the position he at once took when he entered the first 
class of the High School, he must have made considerable 
progress in the hands of his for~er teachers. 

He joined the first class of the High School of Edin­
burgh in October 1809. This class was then taught by 
Mr. Gray, whose erudition and kindness to his pupils 
made him one of the most successful teachers that that 
seminary of learning has ever boasted of; indeed, it is 
difficult to determine how much the success and repu-
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tation, which the High School of Edinburgh about that 
time acquired, was owing to tl;l.e excellent teaching 
and warm-hearted n.ature of Mr. Gray. The classes 
of the High School were then much larger than now: 
that which James Syme entered consisted of 130 boys, 
but he speedily acquired a good place in it-viz. the 25th. 
James Syme was never a quick or brilliant boy. What 
he cared to learn, he mastered by patient study. His 
schoolfellows were many, but his companions few; and 
to these he attached himself with great constancy. 
He was considered a quiet meditative boy, with a cer­
tain shyness and reserve about him. He kept much 
by himself, and only communicated to the chosen few • 

. the subjects of his reflections, which were generally in 
connection with his favourite pursuits iu Chemistry. 
Of Mr. Syme's classfellows at the High School there 
were many who afterwards became famous men, but 
have now passed away. A few still remain to show 
the character of the companions of his early years. The 
Hon. Edward Norton, Lord Neaves, W. P. Dundas, 
Rev. Dr. Grant of Edinburgh, Dr. Willis of London, and 
Mr. Andrew Coventry, still survive. 

Although the Syme family had removed to a per­
manent residence in Kinross-shire, and did not come to 

if. These select companions of his youth continued the friends 
of his riper years; for, when struggling in his profession, he 
never failed to acquaint them with the progress he was making, 
and even invited some of them to his great operations, although 
of quite a different profession from himself. Nor was this feel­
ing unreciprocated on their side; for I am assured that' no set of 
men watched and rejoiced at his sliccess more sincerely than his 
old High School companions. 
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town for the winter months, still the education of his 
sons seems to have been to Mr. John Syme a matter of 
paramount importance. The year, therefore, that James 
joined the High School, and probably even earlier, he 
had secured for them as tutor the services of Mr. Simpson, 
afterwards well known as the Rev. Dr. Simpson of 
Kirknewton. He also took a furnished house for them 
in York Place, at the corner of Elder Street, where they 
resided under the care and management of their tutor 
until the holidays, when they joined the family circle 
in Kinross-shire. 

During his schoolboy days James Syme was noted 
for being a somewhat singular boy. He had a certain 
shyness of manner, and a thickness of speech, which 
some interpreted as an impediment. He was not much 
given to juvenile sports or games, but preferred a walk 
or talk with some of his own select but limited circle of 
playmates, for whom he always exhibited the same 
steady friendship, which in some instances lasted to the 
end of his life. When spending his holidays in the 
country, he displayed the same peculiarities as he did in 
town. He never cared for or engaged in hunting or any 
country sport. Beyond taking a walk in the fields, and 

. mastering the characters and names of the native plants 
which grew around him, his time was spent ill chemical 
experiments, and in dissecting, or rather rendering into 
skeletons, some of the small animals existing around 
him, such as frogs, lizards, mice, etc. I have referred to 
his peculiarity of speech, or thickness of utterance, which 
rendered his reading and speaking often difficult to be 
understood. Thisdefect was early noticed by Mr. Gray,. 

1 
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and ascribed by him to natural causes; and so long as 
he was with this worthy man every effort was made, 
both on the part of teacher and pupil, to overcome it. 
But the time arrived when he had to enter the rector's 
class, a change which proved to him anything but agree­
able. His defective utterance still to a certain extent 
remained; but the efforts which both :Mr. Gray and h 
had made had greatly modified it. :Mr. Pillans, the ree. 
tor of the time, who afterwards became Professor of 
Humanity in the University of Edinburgh, considered it 
was assumed for the purpose of avoiding lessons, and 
rated him severely in consequence. 

Whether or not he ever communicated this to his 
friends or his immediate preceptor, Dr. Simpson, is not 
known. Certain it is that it had its good effect in mak­
ing him exert all his energies to overcome it; and by 
the time he left the High School for the University his 
perseverance had been so great and successful that the 
defect had by that time nearly disappeared. Sir Robert 
Christison states that any thickness or impediment of 
speech, which he may originally have had, had nearly 
disappeared when he entered upon his university career. 
How much of this he owed to his tutor cannot now be 
determined, but it is manifest that that excellent man 
in many other ways did much to influence his character 
for· good; his prec~pts and advice often soothed the 
asperities of his schoolboy days, and impressed him 
with that reverence for religion which, through life, 
was ever a marked feature in his character and conduct. 

The life of a boy at school must necessarily be desti­
tute of much point or incident. His early and steady 
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devotion to Chemistry was striking. He spent all his 
pocket-money in chemicals and apparatus, and often 
invited his chosen companions to witness his chemical 
experiments on a Saturday afternoon or evening. These 
experiments are remembered as having been managed 
by him with great dexterity, and witnessed by them 
with much delight and astonishment. He spent six 
years at the High School, leaving it for the University 
in 1815, and it is but fair to conclude that his differ­
ences with Mr. Pillans must have been made up before 
he left, for no one could show more kindness to an old 
preceptor than Mr. Syme did to Mr. Pillans on his 
appointment to the University chair. An incident, 
however, which is remembered as a striking one at the 
time, is recorded of him by one of his old schoolfellows. 
On the occasion of the last annual examination of 
the school, when the boys had escaped from the several 
duties of the day, James Syme had gathered around 
him some of his chosen companions; and whilst they 
were talking together over the events of the day and 
the session, and probably of their future prospects, to 
their no small astonishment, and with a dignity which 
they never had witnessed him display before, he dashed 
from their midst, with a firmness and resolve that struck 
them all, and took his books and threw them from him, 
as if he had said, " Away with these toys; I am now 
done with them; the more serious business of life is 
before me, and to it I mean to address myself." That 
day, and that action, are remembered as an augury of a 
future which was fully realised. 
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CHAPTER II. 

Student Life-Early Attachment to Chemistry-Chemical Society­
Discovery of Solvent Power of Coal-Tar Naphtha over Caoutchouc 
-Visit to Paris-Teaching of Anatomy-Visit to Gerniany­
First important Surgical Operation: Amputation at Hip-Joint. 

THE year 1813 proved a somewhat eventful year to the 
Syme family, for with it came the beginnings of adver­
sity. Mr. Syme's speculations in land and minerals 
had proved unsatisfactory, but with that perseverance 
which was the prominent feature of his character, he 
determined to go on, hoping that every new endeavour 
would prove successful. He was necessitated, therefore, 
at the beginning of this year, to sell his estate of 
Lochore,* and cease to reside at Cartmore. He rented a 
house near Dunfermline called Pitreavie, an old cas­
tellated building, with abundance of accommodation. 
Here the family resided till 1821, in fact till Mr. Syme's 
death, which occurred in that year. 

JAMES SYME became a matriculated student of 
the University of Edinburgh in November 1815, and 
began the study of Latin (or Humanity as it has been 
called) under Professor Christison, the father of Sir 
Robert Christison. He also attended Botany three 

* It is a curious fact that Lochore was recently purchased by 
a Limited Liability Company for nearly three times the sum 
that Mr. John Syrne sold it for, and for the very purpose of 
working the coal existing everywhere on the estate. 



-

8 MEMORIALS OF THE 

. years under Dr. Rutherford ; Natural History under 
Professor Jamieson; Mathematics under Professor Wal­
lace; and Philosophy under Dr. Thomas Brown. With 
two of his professors it appears he was a favourite 
student-with Professor Christison and Dr. Thomas 
Brown - the former being the first of his teachers 
who gave him encouragement by the prediction of suc­
cess. As he was also a favourite pupil of Dr. Thomas 
Brown, we naturally infer that he had shown a taste for 
philosophical research. This power, however, did not 
come out very strongly either in his character or in the 
style of his writing, until called into action in after life 
amidst the controversies in which he engaged, when it 
often served him happily in demolishing the arguments 
and reasoning of his adversaries. 

We have already referred to his taste for chemical 
investigation, and there is every reason to believe that 
although he did not take th,e Chemistry class till 1817, 
he continued his chemical inquirie~ both in Edinburgh 
and at Pitreavie. Indeed, we know that his father had 
set aside a large room in that commodious mansion 
entirely for his chemical and other investigations, and 
he used frequently to relate the difficulties he expe­
rienced in haying his apparatus and material conveyed 
across the Firth, the dangers which were encountered, 
and the breakage which ensued. 

But in 1815 James Syme principally devoted him­
self to Botany and Philosophy. He must have become 
very early attached to the former department of science, 
for he knew the botanical terms and the names of native 
and other plants thoroughly; and I have been informed 
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hy a much older student than he was, that his knowledge 
of the names of plants, especially those used in medi­
cine, was so accurate that his fellow-students used to 
ask him to examine them on those points before going 
up for their examinations. Sir R Christison has kindly 
furnished the following particulars of his early recollec­
tions of Mr. Syme, and of the origin of their Chemical 
Society :-

"I became," says Sir R., "very intimate with James Syrne 
for the first time when we were fellow-students in Chemistry at 
Dr. Hope's class in 1817-18. Botany was his first study among 
the sciences. He attended Dr. Rutherford's class for the first 
time in 1815, and twice subsequently, so that he must have 
felt strongly its attractions, although there was no opportunity 
of studying it practically, except what was self-taught. This 
taste developed itself in after life in the shape of great attach­
ment to horticulture and uncommon success in its pursuit, but 
he never advanced far in the cultivation of Botany as a science. 
Chemistry he first attended in 1816-17, and again the subse_ 
quent year. 

"I attended it first in 1814-15, before commencing my 
strictly medical studies, and I returned in 1817-18, when I met 
Mr. Syrne as a fellow-student. In that year Dr. Hope had 493 
students: during that and the six previous years, the average 
was 490 : and for some years later the average exceeded 500. 
But at this time neither in Edinburgh, nor anywhere else, I 
believe, in the United Kingdom, was there any opportunity for 
students to study Chemistry practically. It has often struck me 
as surprising and unaccountable that in the University, notwith­
standing Dr. Hope's extraordinary success and enthusiasm as a 
teacher, and his admirable skill in experimental illustration and 
inquiry, no encouragement whatever was held out to students to 
pursue Chemistry as a practical science. So far as I am aware, 
no one at this time was allowed the opportunity of practical 
study in the University, except the professor's solitary assistant, Dr. 

...... I 
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Fife, who subsequently became Professor of Chemistry at King's 
College, Aberdeen; and it was not till some years later that prac­
tical classes for the simple operations only of Chemistry were com­
menced, with Dr. Hope's consent, by his assistant Dr. Anderson. 
. " In the absence of other means of practical instruction Mr. 

Syrne and I formed a chemical society of a dozen students, who, 
contributing their means for apparatus and materials, met once 
a week for the performance of such of Dr. Hope's experimental 
demonstrations as our resources enabled us to attempt. My 
twin brother, Mr. Coventry, advoeate, the late Mr. James Hogg 
of Newliston, Mr. Robert Mercer, W.S., and the late Dr. 
AIeL R. Jackson of the Bengal Medical Service, were members, 
but the other five have escaped my memory. At each meeting 
one of us was chief demonstrator, and another his assistant; and 
so on through the whole membership. When the experi­
ments were concluded, the chief demonstrator was severely 
catechised as to all his doings, and the rationale of them. We 
met first in an attic in my father's house in Argyle Square, 
recently pulled down in furtherance of the city improvements, 
opposite the centre of the Museum of Science and Art. After­
wards we met in a large front cellar under the shop of Mr. 
Deuchar in Lothian Street, who was a druggist, and subse­
quently a lecturer on Chemistry. Explosions, inflammations, and 
other startling results being naturally popular with such young 
chemists, we had some narrow escapes from danger. On one 
occasion particularly, when attempting to make ether on rather 
a large scale, the chemical action became at once violent and 
uncontrollable; inflammable gases and vapours were suddenly 
disengaged in great abundance, and after the atmosphere of the 
room - was converted into a hazardous mixture of inflammable 
air, the whole apparatus blew up and was shivered in pieces. I 
But the demonstrator and his assistant promptly blew out all I 
the lights in time, and ensconced themselves, one under the 
tab~e, the other in a far-away corner; while the Chemical 
SOCIety vanished like lightning by the door, which, for their 
further seCurity, they closed against the process. 

"Id tIm" . o no ow, contmues Sir Robert, "whether much 
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additional knowledge of Chemistry was gained at these meetings. 
But I at least acquired a familiarity with apparatus and mani­
pulation which proved of great service to me some years later, 
'when I pursued the higher branches of chemical analysis in the 
laboratory of M. Roubiquet at Paris." 

James Syme's early years at college must have been 
years of application and study. We find him at first 
entering into the study of Botany, both theoretically and 
practically, with heart and soul; and now in 1817-18, 

I prosecuting Chemistry with ardour and success. Not 
content with the solitary weekly meeting of the Chemical 
Society, he used to be constantly at work in his own 
lodgings, engaged in inquiries of his own, which not 
long aft~rwards terminated in a very important dis­
covery. 

At that time the products of the destructive distil­
lation of coal had not been much inquired into: the 
use of gas for lighting purposes having been but recently 
introduced into Edinburgh. On March 5, 1818, he 
announced to the world, in a short communication which 
he sent to the editor of the Annals 0/ Philosophy, the 
discovery of a new and cheap solvent for caoutchouc, 
distilled from coal tar. " As coal tar," says he, "bears 
a strong resemblance to petroleum, it occurred to me 
that by distilling it a fluid might be procured, which, 
like naphtha, would have the property of dissolving 
caoutchouc, and that in this way I would procure a 
solvent, free from the objections to which the known 
solvents of that remarkable substance are all more 
or less liable." "After many trials, I completely 
succeeded, and was enabled to carry into effect several 
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of the applications for which a fluid state of india­
rubber had seemed so desirable. Thus I constructed 
flexible tubes of the substance itself, and rendered 
various textures waterproof by brushing a thin solution 
of it into their interstices. A silk cloak, which afforded 
complete protection from the heaviest rain, and could 
be employed as a pitcher by turning up its skirt, was 
an object of wonder to all who saw it. My friends 
talked of a patent, but -being then about to commence 
the study of a profession with which considerations-of 
trade, in those days, did not seem to be consistent, I 
sent the following letter to the editor of a scientific 
journal, resident in Glasgow ':-

'Sir-I take the liberty of sending you an acco.mt of a 
valuable substance which may be obtained from coal tar. If you 
think it werthy of being made public, you will oblige me by 
inserting it in your Annals oj Philosophy.-I am, Sir, your most 
obedient servant, JAMES SYME.''' 

Th~s letter was transmitted in the beginning of 
March, and did not appear till August, although the 
journal was published monthly. A patent was soon 
afterwards taken out by Mr. Mackintosh, a manufac­
turer in Glasgow, for the making of waterproof cloth 
by means of caoutchouc dissolved in coal-tar naphtha. 
Had Mr. Syme followed at this time the advice of his 
friends and taken out a patent, he might have realised 
a large fortune independent of his profession. Mr. 
Syme himself, referring in 1847 to the matter, says­
" For my own part, I gained little credit and no profit 
by the discovery, except the confidence which results 
from successfully struggling with a difficulty, and en-
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couragement in endeavouring to accomplish other objects 
of utility:." • 

What induced him to take to' medicine as a pro­
fession is not known. Probably his early taste for 
making skeletons of delicate animals drew him in this 
direction, but more likely it may be attributed to the 
influence and advice of his friend Liston, who was 
then prominently engaged as a demonstrator to Dr. 
Barclay. It was fortunate for Mr. Syme that Barclay 
was the rising star when he commenced the study of 
Anatomy. To this class-room he was attracted, not only 
by the steadily-increasing renown of Dr. Barclay as a 
lecturer, but also by the charm of Liston's presence there. 
He consequently joined this class for Anatomy in 1817-
18, the same year that he entered the Chemistry class. 
Barclay was a perfect enthusiast in Anatomy, and, 
like all enthusiasts, had the good fortune to inspire 
those around him with similar feeling. Ris style of 
teaching was easy, free, and conversational-a great 
improvement on the dry, stiff, formal manner of the 
Monros. In fact the star of the Monros was already on 
the wane, for, in addition to his enthusiastic teaching, 
Barclay had in Robert Liston, Robert Nasmyth, George 
Ballingall (afterwards Sir George), and Alex.ander Dick­
son, a set of assistants that were most attractive to 
zealous and aspiring students. 

James Syme was not destined to remain long a pupil 
of this renowned anatomist and physiologist. Liston 

* His title to the discovery was recognised by the late 
Professor Edward Turner in his well-known Elements of 
Chemistry. 
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had been some time assisting Dr. Barclay, and was 
chalking out for himself the commencement of that bril­
liant career as a surgeon, which culminated in his great 
success as an operator in the Infirmary of Edinburgh. 
In consequence of some misunderstanding between him 
and Dr. Barclay, he resolved, at the beginning of the 
session of 1818-19, to commence as a teacher of Anatomy 
on his own account. He therefore appeared, at the 
commencement of that winter session, to deliver his first 
course of lectures on Anatomy, Syme following him from 
Dr. Barclay's in the capacity of his assistant and de­
monstrator. It will be readily conceded that the latter 
was not at that time in a position to undertake such 
duties. Fired as he had been with a love for Anatomy 
by the enthusiasm of Barclay, he had not had sufficient 
time to prosecute it practically, in order to enable. him 
to demonstrate successfully; and the more so, as the 
class amounted that year to sixty pupils, many of them 
much older than himself, and accustomed to follow the 
demonstrations of others of age and experience. But, 
nothing daunted, and cheered on by the kind and en­
couraging expressions of Liston, his indomitable vigour 
and perseverance soon enabled him to overcome all ob­
stacles, and he speedily became a favourite and most 
successful demonstrator. So successful in fact were his 
efforts in this walk, that in 1822 he occasionally lectured 
on Systematic Anatomy for Liston, and had the sole 
charge of the dissecting-rooms. 

In the summer of 1822 he visited Paris for the sake 
of prosecuting Anatomy and operative Surgery. At 
that time the difficulty of procuring bodies for the 



LIFE OF JAMES SYME. 15 

purposes of dissection had become so great in Edin­
burgh, that many students went to Paris for this 
purpose alone. We are indebted to Dr. Sharpey of 
London for a short account of his career in the French 
metropolis :-

"My acquaintance with him begap. in Paris in the early part 
of the summer of 1822. His main pursuit while there consisted 
in the prosecution of Anatomy and Surgery. We attended 
together the Hotel Dieu, and the practice and clinical lectures 
of Dupuytren, then the chief surgeon of that famous hospital. 
We also went through a course of surgical operations on the 
dead body, under Lisfranc, who then had a large following. 

"That able practical teacher, but rough-m~ered man, 
seemed to take a special interest in Syrne, who was always 
ready and intelligently inquiring. I remember Lisfranc, who 
was unfamiliar with English pronunciation, used to call him 
'Mons. Zy-me! At that time Syrne occupied himself during 
his leisure hours in making skeletons of small animals; and he 
took great interest in the Comparative Anatomy collection at the 
'Jardin des Plantes.' We both lived in a hotel garni close by, 
and some of the people from the museum would come to admire 
Syme's handiwork. They had difficulty in believing that such 
exquisitely delicate preparations were made with the knife and 
scissors alone : they would have it that Syme employed some 
secret process for denuding the skeletons of small lizards, 
serpents, and the like, of the soft parts. The secret, in fact, was 
great practical dexterity and patience.if. Syme's intention then 
(which he afterwards carried out) was to undertake the teaching 
of Anatomy in the Extramural School of Edinburgh, Liston 

* With the exception of an exquisite skeleton of a fish, which 
he presented to the Museum of the College of Surgeon~ of London, 
Mr. Syme gave his osteological specimens to Dr. Sharpey, then 
commencing as a teacher of Anatomy in Edinburgh; they are 
now partly in the Museum of University College, London, and 
partly in the collection of Professor Allen Thomson of Glasgow. 
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going on to Surgery; and Syme's thoughts and studies were 
naturally directed with that view. 

"I remember one professional anecdote that may perhaps 
prove interesting. Dupuytren had a case of diseased nose in his 
wards, and proposed to remove the morbid part. He discussed 
in a clinical lecture the means of dividing the bones, and con­
sidered various instruments with a view to selecting one suitable 
for the purpose. Syme happened to have with him] in Paris a 
pair of Liston's cutting-pliers, or forceps, and sent them to 
Dupuytren with a letter explaining their advantages. The 
operation was delayed, and before it took place he showed the 
Edinburgh instrument to his class, and discussed its relative 
merits. At the operation Dupuytren, to Syme's great delight, 
used Liston's instrument, and expressed himself much pleased 
with it. "Now," says Dr. Sharpey, "that the distinguished 
career of both Liston and Syme has been run, the affair (of the 
forceps) may appear trivial; but it was not so in the eyes of 
two young aspirants in their profession at the time." 

During his career as an anatomical student and 
demonstrator, we have already seen that he was not 
unmindful of other duties of professional importance. 
His love for Chemistry and Botany continued as strong 
as ever, but had in the meantime to give way to other 
engagements. In 1820 we find that he was appointed 
medical superintendent of the Edinburgh Fever Hospital, 
an office which has always been looked upon with favour 
by aspiring young medical men, but one which has 
lost to the profession many of its most promising mem­
bers. Mr. Syme was not singular, therefore, in being 
seized with and passing through a very dangerous attack 
of fever, which nearly cost him his life. 

Soon after his recovery from fever he was appointed 
to a resident clerkship in the Royal Infirmary under Mr. 

1 
I 
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(afterwards Sir William) Newbigging, Sir R Christison 
being then the resident surgeon. In the days of Mr. 
Syme's clerkship in the Infirmary bleeding from the 
arm was largely practised, not only in those cases in 
which inflammatory action existed, but in the majority 
of cases in which such action was dreaded. A cer­
tain amount of blood to be drawn was ordered by 
the physician or surgeon at his visit, and it was the duty 
of the clerk to take the necessary amount of blood from 
each, as ordered in the day-book. It was in the perform­
ance of this oft-repeated duty that Mr. Syme's practical 
turn of mind began to see the absurdity of the practice, 
and he soon set his face against the indiscriminate use 
of this heroic remedy. ." On one occasion he remembered 
the order of the day was to take away 65 ounces of blood 
from a certain patient; again, next day, he went back 
and took away 35; and 20 ounces more, on a subse­
quent occasion, finished the chances which this poor 
patient had of recovery." 

Another story is also characteristic :-" A boy had 
a bad compound fracture, the discharge from which was 
so great as to reduce him to the utmost weakness. Syme 
ordered him porter and beef-steak, but his superior, a 
surgeon of great eminence, was highly incensed at such 
a great innovation in practice, and believing that generous 
diet would only feed the disease and make it worse, 
stopped Syme's treatment, and ordered him to bleed the 
patient. Fourteen ounces of blood were taken from the 
arm, and forty-eight hours afterwards saw the last of the 
poor sufferer." "Whatever,"-said Mr. Syme, in his 
summing up, when he related the anecdote-" whatever 

c 
.. I 



18 MEMORIALS OF THE 

change there may be now in the type of disease, there 
certainly is a change in the practice of the profession;" 
and, in reply· to those who maintain the doctrine of 
change of type, It How," he would say, "is it that, if 
men cannot stand the same amount of bloodletting now, 
operations, which are quite as bloody in these days 

. as ever they were, are performed quite as often, and 
more people recover after them now-a-days than for­
merly?" 

in 1823 Mr. Syme joined the fellowship of the Royal 
College of Surgeons of Edinburgh. His inaugural dis­
sertation was on "Necrosis," and was dedicated to Mr. 
Liston.· He had previously become a member of the 
Royal College of Surgeons of London, in order to secure 
his course of Practical Anatomy being received by the 
London examining boards. Whilst continuing his lec­
tures on Anatomy he was not unmindful of SlH'gery. He 
devoted as much time as he could spare to the practice 
of it, and performed in private many difficult surgical 
operations. 

It was in the autumn of the year 1823 that his first 
important operation took place. The following editorial 
notice of this operation is taken from the Edinburgh 
Medical and Surgical Journal for October 1823 :-

" AHl'UTATION OF HIP-JOINT. 

" Weare happy to announce the first performance of this 
operation in Scotland. It was performed by Mr. James Syme, 
F.R.C.S.E., and Lecturer on Anatomy. The plan of operation 

if. "To Robert Liston, Esq., Surgeon, this Essay is inscribed 
by his friend, the author." 

1 
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adopted by Mr. Syme was a modification of M. Liefranc's; it was 
completed in a short space of time ; no untoward accident 0c­

curred, and little blood was lost. The wounds were all nearly 
whole; but, about the seventh or eighth week afterwards, the 
patient exhibited symptoms of ascites from an enlarged and 
diseased liver, which cut him off about the end of the eighth 
week. Mr. Syme was assisted on this occasion by Mr. List~n, 
Dr. Abercrombie, Dr. Anderson of Leith, Dr. Scott, and Mr. Mar­
shall, Surgeon to the Forces." 

The announcement which we have just quoted was 
followed in the next number of the Journal· by' Mr. 
Syme's account of" A Successful Case of Amputation at 
the Hip-Joint." He then designates himself "a Mem­
ber of .the Royal College of Surgeons of London and 
Edinburgh, and Lecturer on Anatomy in Edinburgh." 

"It was in the summer of 1821," says he, "to the best of 
my recollection, that I first saw William Fraser, the subject of 
the following case. His complaint was a painful swelling of 
the left thigh, extending from the condyles to within a few inches 
of the trochanteT8. The skin was tense, smooth, and of a nearly 
natural colour; but the consistence of the limb itself was exceed­
ingly hard and unyielding; so much so, indeed, that it felt as if 
entirely composed of bone. A little above the knee, on the 
outer side of the thigh, there was an opening, discharging thin 
f<Etid sanies, which led to a deep winding sinus, that allowed 
the probe to pass inwards and backwards as far as the bone, 
which was found to be rough on its surface and exposed. 

" Judging from all the circumstances of this case, I felt satis; 
fled as to the nature of the disease, and gave it as my opinion 
that the bone being extensively diseased, while the appearances 
of reaction were very inconsiderable, amputation would in all 
probability be necessary for the patient's relief. His friends, how­
ever, declined to submit to this alternative at the time, and the 

11- January 1824. 
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patient himself was much against it. I had not seen or heard 
of him for many months, when one day in the latter part of 
!\.ugust last his father stopped me in the street, and told me that 
his son had now made up his mind to the amputation. I caUid 
soon afterwards, and found the patient fully resolved on being 

from a disease which him to bed for mooiO 
and was daily t'Old worse. 

s10ncurred in by 
part of the lim"h 

£'0 " H"O,"S" " '''''. at the hip-joint 
then appt'i"iO',d to me the only operation-an opini<>n 
with "which my friend Mr. Liston entirely concurred. In deter­
mining as to the plan of operation, I had no hesitation in fixing 
upon the method of Lisfranc. Accordingly, assisted by my much 
esteem:ed friend and instructor Mr. Liston, and in the presence 
of Dr. Abercrombie, Dr. Anderson of Leith, Dr. Scott, and Mr. 
nlL11blibill, hurgeon to the the operation 

the patient upon 
free, and aSeiO,~ 

pressure when 
I introduced L1bout a foot long 

the blade, which was sharp on one edge only, at the proper place 
for transfixing the limb. But being prevented by the bent posi­
tion, in which, owing to long habit, the patient obstinately re­

tained it, from passing onward in the direction of the tuberosity 
of the ischium, by the neck of the femur, I lost no time in the 

of fruitless attemrstbs changed my 
,,)moving the point flL1o'mght down its 

£snd, by a sawing £sut back in a semi~ 

A2bection to the i1(shiunl, up along 
as to form 

iikntically the sam11s10uld have resulted 
from the plan I meant to have followed. While Mr. Liston 
covered the numerous cut arteries with his left hand, and com­
pressed the femoral in the groin by means of his right, I gathered 
together all the mass of undivided parts on the inner side of· the 
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thigh with my left hand, and then insulated the neck of the 
bone by passing the knife close past its lower surface. I now 
cut close down along the bone for some way below the trochan­
ter minor, and lastly made my way outwards obliquely, so as to 
form a good internal flap. 

"Mr. Liston holding aside the flaps, I made a single cut with 
my long knife upon the head of the bone, which started, with a 
loud report, from its socket, as soon as abduction was performed; 
finally, I passed the knife round the head of the bone, cut the 
triangular and remaining portion of the capsular ligament, and 
thus completed the operation, which certainly did not occlli>Y at 
the most more than a minute. I then proceeded to take up the 
arteries. A13 Boon as the femoral was secured, Mr. Liston relaxed 
his hands, in order that we might form some estimate as to the 
size and number of bleeding vessels; and then, had it not been 
for thorough seasoning. in scenes of dreadful hremorrhage, I cer­
tainly should have been startled, prepared as I was to expect 
unusual vascularity, owing to the extensive action so long carried 
on in the limb. 

"It seemed indeed, at first sight, as if the vessels which 
supplied so many large and crossing jets of arterial blood could 
never all be closed. It may be imagined that we did not spend 
much time in admiring this alarming spectacle; a single instant 
was sufficient to convince us that the patient's safety required all 
our expedition, and in the course of a few minutes hremolThage 
was effectually restramed by the application of ten or twelve 
ligatures. About a month after the operation the wound was 
nearly healed, and the prospect of the patient's return to health 
and strength was bright; but symptoms of ascites from diseased 
liver soon after showed themselves, and increasing, cut him off 
in the eighth week after the operation. I am no advocate for 
operations whose only interest is their danger, and assuredly 
regard the knife at all times as a great though too often neces­
sary evil; yet I feel no hesitation in recommending to the serious 
attention of operating surgeons amputation at the hip-joint, 
although it be the greatest and bloodiest operation in. Surgery ; 

... 1 
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for I am sure that there is sometimes no other mode of pro long­
ing existence." 

In the rather prolonged extracts which have been 
made from this first professional paper of Mr. Syrne's, 
there are several points to which it is worth while draw­
ing attention, as they illustrate well the early features 
of a character which developed itself more fully, but 
in the same direction, as age and experience dawned 
upon him. First of all, the rapidity with which, at a 
most trying moment, when one plan failed, he was 
ready to adopt another framed on the spot, when circum­
stances proved the first to be impracticable, is worthy 
of attention. His early powers of diagnosis are here 
also demonstrated. Two years before this operation 
was performed, he recommended amputation at the 
hip joint. The subsequent course of the disease proved 
how correct his diagnosis had been; and although he 
had not seen the patient, or been looking, after him, 
so great was the confluence of the lad's friends in 
him, that when they saw no other means availed, 
and that he was growing worse and worse, they at 
once appealed to him to perform the operation, although 
they had consulted many others in the meantime.-One 
other remark may be allowed. In no subsequent paper 
does Mr. Syme give us his impressions of a bloody oper­
ation, although some of those operations on aneurism 
which we shall have to refer to were sufficiently so. 
But this was a first bloody case, and he does not 
hesitate to tell us honestly his impressions on the 
occasion. 
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In a letter to Dr. Sharpey he thus describes the case : 

"12 Dundas Street, Saturday, 6th Sept. 1823. 
"My dear Sharpey-You will not be sorry to learn that one 

of your most particular friends has performed a great and grand 
operation, which has thrown the' good town-containing no in­
habitants but such as are medical-into commotion, and made 
him quite a notorious character. 

" Little did I think, when slicing to pieces old Lisfranc's sub­
jects, that } should ever have to perform amputation at the hip­
joint, far less that I should do it in Edinburgh on the 1st of Sep­
tember 1823; and if possible still less that I should do so with 
success. Yet all this has happened. It is true that the patient can­
not be considered out of danger, though I certainly have little fear. 

" The poor subject is a lad aged nineteen years, tormented for 
nearly three years with necrosis of the thigh. You may judge 
how beautiful, how interesting, how valuable the bone must be. 

" Liston assisted. Abercrombie countenanced the business; he 
was present, together with a few of my friends, Marshall and 
Scott among others, and has been visiting the patient daily. 

"Nothing could have happened more fortunately than the 
affair occurring just now. I do hope he may recover; but, what­
ever way the matter ends, it must be favourable to me. I have 
dressed the wound twice ; it looks admirably. 

" Old Lisfranc will be glad to hear that one of his pupils or 
children has carried his plans into execution. 

"I did the operation in about a minute, not exactly according 
to Lisfranc, but with some improvements of my own; such as tying 
the artery, not during the amputation, but after its completion. 

"The hoomorrhage, as you may believe, was enormous, owing 
to the vascularity of the bone, which had engaged the attention 
of the system so long. 

" You will excuse me for being thus particular; for I know 
that, next to a man's own actions, those of his friends interest 
him most. JAMES Snm." 

In the summer of 1824 he proceeded to Germany, 
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for the purpose of visiting the schools and seeing the 
novelties of German Surgery. Before starting, he thus 
writes to his friend Dr. Sharpey :-

"Edinburgh, 12 Dundas Street, 2d April 1824. 
" My dear Sharpey-And so you are going to Germany 1 So 

am I on the first of May, or as soon afterwards as a ship may 
happen to sail from Leith to Hamburgh. I am to spend the 
summer five months abroad, chiefly in Germany, and wish that 
you would write me immediately as to the plan of your travels, 
80 that we may meet if within a few hundred miles of each other. 
Write on receiving this, and your letter will be in plenty of 
time. 
, • "Weare going to have a new hospital here. The prospectus 
is published, and a public meeting is to be held this month. 
Your friends, Thomson and Liston, are looked upon as fixed 
officers, and your humble servant is not without hope. 

"I have had a most excellent winter-abqve sixty pupils, 
and all satisfied. Indeed, they have given me a remarkably 
splendid piece of plate, as a testimonial of their being so. 
. . Scott and I have been studying German-he with great, I 
with good success. We are both highly indignant at the deceit­
ful miscreants who prevented us so long from commencing 80 

useful a study by their malicious exaggerations of its difficulty. 
JAMES SYME." 

He returned to teach Anatomy and Practical Ana­
tomy as in the former year, but he was gradually acquir­
ing a greater liking for Surgery, and also obtaining an 
increasing influx of patients. His anatomical classes 
were this year larger than before; in fact, his success as 
an anatomical lecturer was now established. 
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CHAPTER III. 

Teaching of Anatomy and Surgery-Misunderstanding with Liston­
Joins Dr. Mackintosh-Visit to Dublin-Important Contributions 
to Surgery, on the Treatment of Wounds, and on Inflammation­
SucceBBful Excision of Lower Jaw-Application to the Managers of 
Royal Infirmary to be appointed a Surgeon there-Refusal of 
Managers, etc. 

LISTON resigned, in 1823, the teaching of Anatomy and 
Practical Anatomy entirely in favour of Mr. Syrne, who 
the same year delivered his first course on Descriptive 
..Anatomy, besides conducting the demonstrations in the 
dissecting-rooms. Liston, although retiring from the 
field of anatomical teaching, still retained a certain 
interest in the classes. As the speculation was origin­
ally Liston's, there can be little doubt that he retained 
a share, probably the larger one, in the concern. This 
first course of Mr. Syrne's proved highly successful 

In this year Mr. Liston was carrying on with success 
the teaching of Surgery, and was gradually acquiring the 
position which he afterwards held, and maintained with 
such success, as a practical surgeon and operator. The 
friendship which had so long existed between him and 
Mr. Syrne continued unabated. We find them both 
speaking well of each other, seeing cases together, and 
in fact acting like the best of friends. But, as the 
brightest sunshine is often the close precursor of storm, 
so the kindly feelings which were so prominent at the 
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beginning of this session were doomed soon to be dis­
solved. A certain coldness, the undoubted fruit of mutual 
jealousy, arose between them, and was speedily fostered 
into open enmity. Syme's connection with Liston at 
the Anatomical Rooms now ceased, and he was thus 
thrown, as it were, upon the world, with but few men 
on whom he could rely as friends, and with but a scanty 
supply of the means necessary for embarking in an 
undertaking requiring the prelimina~y outlay of con­
siderable capital What means he had at the time were 
no doubt the result of his own earnings, for his father, 
who had died two years before, had left his property so 
burdened that the sale of it had to be accomplished for 
the purpose of paying off his debts, and securing some 
provision for his widow. Mr. Syme, therefore, could 
expect and get little from this source, and it is obvious 
that, but for his own personal exertions, he could not 
prosecute the career he had marked out for himself. 

Under such circumstances he determined to join 
Dr. Mackintosh in the venture of taking a house, and con­
verting it into class-rooms, anatomical rooms, museums, 
and lecture-room. They accordingly rented a large house 
in Brown Square, and, in combination with Dr. Argyle 
Robertson and Dr. Fletcher, began the school which 
was long camed on there as the Brown Square School of 
Medicine. Here Mr. Syme taught Anatomy, Practical 
Anatomy, and Surgery; Dr. Mackintosh Medicine and 
Midwifery, and Dr. Fletcher Physiology. The success of 
this school was great and encouraging; so much so 
that we are told application was made to Lord Advocate 
Rutherfurd to grant it a charter as an extra-academical 

'III 
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school of medicine. At a conference held with Lord 
Rutherford, he inquired, with the pompous manner which 
was peculiar to him, what progress this school had 
made; how long it had been in operation; if they had 
a porter; if they had formed museums. To all such 
questions but very unsatisfactory answers could be 
given, and so little encouragement was offered by his 
Lordship that the idea of a charter was abandoned. 
The Brown Square School was opened in the session 
1824-5, Mr. Syme that year delivering a course of 
Lectures on Surgery and Anatomy. The success of his 
teaching here was satisfactory, both in Anatomy and 
Surgery, but especially in the latter. The following note 
to his friend Dr. Sharpey will illustrate the progress 
he was making :-

"Edinburgh, 9th January 1825. 
" My dear Sharpey-I" wish you a good new year, and am 

sorry that you do not enable me to do so in person by visiting 
the good town at this season of festivity, etc., but I dare say 
Arbroath affords great, if not equal, opportunities of eating and 
drinking ; and, to speak the truth, there is little other induce­
ment to bring my learned friend to Edinburgh at present. 

It happens, somehow or other, that the longer I live in this 
place it seems duller and duller,-perhaps this is an effect of 
living long. Be this as it may, I should feel very dull but for 
having so many children to look after. My family is much in­
creased since you were here, there being fifty at the class, and 
forty in the dissecting.room. Cullen has been obliged to dis-

. band his, dissectors, and return their fees; which must have 
been the reverse of pleasant, all things considered, among 
others, his hopes in subject-speculation. 

"Have you heard of the new regulations respecting graduation 7 
Probably not, so I shall tell you. Students must study four 
years ; attend two classes each year; and, besides Hamilton in 
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part for Midwifery, can take two of the following five classes :­
Military Surgery, Clinical Surgery, Natural History, Medical 
Jurisprudence, and Practical Anatomy. . . JAMES SYllE." 

Mr. Syme's leaning was now decidedly towards Sur­
gery, and several circumstances may be alluded to as 
biassing him. in that direction. The feud with Liston 
had no doubt its own effect in stimulating him to greater 
efforts in Surgery. Another element was his success as 
a lecturer on Surgery; but the influence, which perhaps 
contributed most powerfully to develop this tendency of 
his, may be traced to his feeling of disgust at the con­
nection, which a teacher of Anatomy always had at 
that time, with those degraded beings who supplied 
bodies for the purposes of dissection. Liston, who was 
said to have had some early personal experience of this 
business, undertook at his own rooms the regulation of 
this matter; but when Mr. Syme came to manage it for 
himself, his nature could not stoop to the kind of deal­
ings which those rascals insisted upon as a right. 

It may' not be amiss to pause here for a moment 
and consider the condition of the Anatomical School of 
Edinburgh as regards the supply of bodies for the pur­
poses of dissection. At that time, and up to the passing 
of the Anatomy Act in 1832, there was no other 
legal way of supplying the University, or other dissect­
ing-rooms, with the subjects necessary for the teaching 
of Anatomy, than by taking the bodies of executed 
criminals. This, of course, even as early as 1694, 
proved but a scanty supply; for we :find in that year a 
petition to the Town-Council of Edinburgh to grant to 
the School of Anatomy, then starting into existence, 

l 
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"the dead bodies of foundlings, and such as die· of 
violent deaths, and have none to own them, for dissec­
tion." Whether or not the prayer of the petition was 
ever granted, there is nothing on record to show. But 
as the School of Anatomy gradually flourished, espe­
cially in the early part of the eighteenth century, the 
practice of lifting the dead from the different burying­
grounds became general We find many notices in 
Town·Council and other records in regard to the practice 
of resurrection, and severe penalties were threatened; 
but still the trade went on gradually increasing from 
year to year. Appeals were again and again made to 
Government, to enact some measure which would put a 
stop to the desecration of churchyards, and to the viola­
tion of those feelings which so strongly bind the living 
to the dead, yet, with a heedless persistency, every en­
deavour to organise a plan which would remedy the evil 
was neglected. 

This lukewarmness was the more inexcusable at a 
time when laws were being enacted, which made.it more 
imperative than ever, that a thorough knowledge of 
practical anatomy should be obtained by every student 
before he eutered upon the duties of the profession. 
This enactment made the demand for dead bodies greater 
than before, and it became impossible for the resur­
rectionists . of Scotland to supply anything like the 
demand Consequently, other countries were appealed 
to, and London and Dublin became competitors in the 
market. Many were the discoveries made on the 
quays of London, Dublin, and Leith, in the casks and 
packing boxes marked "perishable goods," which had to 
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be opened in consequence of the smell proceeding from 
them. There is no question that this dismal traffic in 
dead bodies, and the heedless way in which it was ne­
glected by the Government, led, a few years later, to 
the perpetration of a series of horrid murders for the 
purpose of supplying this growing demand.* The intro­
duction of the Anatomy Act followed, "empowering 
certain officials to secure for anatomical purposes, and 
under certain conditions, the remains of those who died 
unclaimed in public hospitals and workhouses." An 
Inspector of Anatomy was at the same time appointed 
to visit and examine periodically into the state of the 
dissecting-rooms, so that everything might be con­
ducted with propriety and decorum. Had such legisla­
tion occurred when it was so loudly called for, the 
sacrifice of many helpless individuals, the harrowing of 
the feelings of surviving relatives, and the dreadful 
crime of murder, might have been averted. 

The difficulty of procuring subjects in 1826-7 was 
about its height. The men who conducted this traffic were 
men of the most degraded kind, requiring to be stimu­
lated by douceurs and loans, and daily becoming more 
exacting in their demands. With this state of matters 
Mr. Syme became intensely disgusted, and he determined 
to make a run over to Dublin, for the purpose of 
securing a more steady supply for his rooms, independ­
ently of the Edinburgh resurrectionists. This he did in 
the summer of 1826; and while executing his mission, 

iF The murders committed by Burke and Hare for the pur­
pose of supplying bodies to the Anatomical Rooms are here 
specially referred to. 

l 
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he received great kindness at the hands of his Irish 
brethren. He was struck with the great advance which 
Surgery had made in the Irish capital, and especially 
with the practice of Cusack, who was then the chief 
in Irish Surgery. He lingered for some time beside 
Cusack, studying, watching, and working, and finally 
left Dublin, after having made a firm and lasting friend­
ship with this great man. "I was filled with admira­
tion," he afterwards said, "for the Irish surgeons. I 
desired to follow the example I had seen. It was my 
ambition to emulate the surgical practice and teaching 
of that schoo1." With such feelings in his breast he 
came back to Edinburgh, resolved to renounce as 
soon as possible the teaching of Anatomy, and stick to 
Surgery. 

A circumstance which soon afterwards occurred put 
the cope-stone on this determination. His old schooi­
fellow, class-fellow, and firm friend, Dr. Christison, was 
then a candidate for the chair of Medical Jurisprudence, 
and he asked Mr. Syme for a testimonial of his fitness 
for the office. This Mr. Syme at once granted without 
hesitation or delay. But this conduct did not please 
his colleagues at Brown Square, especially Dr. Mack­
intosh, and he was told that he had no right to grant any 
certificate of the kind without consulting his colleagues 
in the schoo1. When they made this statement, they 
little knew the metal of which Mr. Syme was made. 
Re indignantly threw up all further connection with a 
body that wished to control his private actions. This 
active step has been considered by Mr. Syme's friends 
as one of the most fortunate events of his life, as it 
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freed him from a connection which many of them did 
not like, gave him a valid excuse for ceasing to lecture 
on Anatomy, and enabled him to concentrate his ideas 
and plans on the prosecution of pure Surgery. 

The surgical school of Edinburgh sprang into exist­
ence and power about the end of the last and the 
beginning of the present century. The Monros taught 
Surgery in connection with their anatomical course; 
but the surgeons of that period did not lay themselves 
out for that complete and thorough knowledge of 
Anatomy, which afterwards became such a prominent 
characteristic of the school To the acute vision of John 
Bell, while yet a student in Monro's dissecting-room, we 
are indebted for pointing out the importance of every 
operating surgeon laying the basis of his Surgery in 
a thorough and intimate familiarity with Practical 
Anatomy. This he continued to teach and practise, 
showing how unseemly it was for surgeons to be 
baffled in the performance of an operation from want 
of anatomical knowledge, and animadverting on the not 
less painful necessity of their having to witness the dis­
section of the parts in the Anatomical Rooms beforehand. 
He therefore maintained that every surgeon should be so 
familiar with every part of the anatomy of the human 
body that he would be ready to perform any operation, 
however severe or bloody, at a moment's waJ:ning. 
This teaching and practice was not lost on those who, 
were aspiring in that direction. Sir Charles Bell, who 
was eleven years the junior of· his brother John, con­
ducted the anatomical rooms of his brother for five 
years before he left for London. Liston had long taught 



LIFE OF JAMES SYME. 33 

Anatomy, and was now teaching Surgery. John Lizars 
was also a teacher of Anatomy and a dewted surgeon. 
Fergusson, who had been trained in the anatomical 
rooms of Knox, and was an. expert operator, was now 
turning his attention to Surgery. And, besides, there 
were in the field Dr. John Thomson, the Professor of 
Surgery to the Royal College of Surgeons, and Mr. 
Turner, both of whom practised as surgeons and taught 
Systematic Surgery. It was therefore a bold step in. 
Mr. Syme to enter the lists against such powerful 
antagonists; but he felt that he had acquired that 
amount of anatomical knowledge which fitted him for 
the performance of any operation at any time, and that 
his love for it was growing stronger every day. 

The decision to give up all for pure Surgery was not 
approved of by his relations an.d man.y of his best 
friends. They pointed out to him how completely the 
field was already occupied, and urged on him to devote 
himself to general practice, promising him support and 
encouragement from all quarters. To such persuasions 
Mr. Syme turned a deaf ea·r; he had" taken up his line,» 
and was determined to prosecute it. His mind never con­
templated failure, and he always looked hopefully for­
ward to success by dint of integrity and perseverance. 
His class became, year after year, better filled, anti!, in 
1828-9, it nllIDbered 250 pupils. This is without dis­
pute the largest class of pure Surgery that ever met 
in Edinburgh. Mr. Syme always thought that the 
teaching of Systematic Surgery was his forte. From 
the time at which he published his successful case of 
amputation at the hip-joint, he had been actively engaged 
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in its practice. From the number of . interesting com-
munications which he sent to the different periodicals 
after that time, it is obvious that he must have had a 
large number of cases to choose from. Thus we find 
him contributing to the Edinburgh Medical and Swrgical 
Journal, in 1824, a paper entitled" Remarks on Ampu­
tation ;" and it is somewhat curious that Liston had 
a paper on the same subject in the same journal The 
following letters belong to this important period of his 
life :-

" 6 Forth Street, January 10, 1826. 
" My dear Sbarpey-James* tells· me that he is to send a 

parcel this evening, and oilers to enclose a letter to you. I take 
the opportunity of telling you something that will appear very 
surprising~viz:, that I have resigned my anatomical class in 
favour of Cullen! !! The difficulty, I should rather say im­
possibility,. of procuring subj~ts has forced me to take this, as 
you may think, very extraordinary step. . 

"I shall now devote myself exclusively to teaching and 
practising Surgery, and hope to enjoy more satisfaction for the 
future than I have done hitherto. 

" What a comfort it would be to talk over all the matter with 
a good friend like you. Has Edinburgh a chance of a visit 1 I 
think you might spare us a day or two. Scott and some other 
good people would be glad to see you. 

" You have seen the new journal, t I presume. It has not 
met with a very favourable reception; but perhaps it is unfair 
to judge from a first appeal'Sllce. 

" Here is Mr. James, so I must conclude. Do come or write 
soon. JAllE8 S-nm." 

* Now Dr . .A.rrott, Dundee. 
t The journal here referred to had only a very temporary 

existence. 

I 
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"Edinburgh, 6 Forth Street, 
Friday, 6th October 1826. 

"My dear Sharpey-The folly, not to say sin, of procrastina­
tion was never more fully exemplified than in my conduct since 
returning from Arbroath. I promised to send James plaster of 
Paris, and meant to have done so the day after my arrival ; but 
being prevented from doing so for two or three weeks by 
O'Neill's misconduct, I afterwards deferred from day to day, not 
only that commission, but the most imperative duty of sending 
back your umbrella. Such is the enormity of my offence. I 
offer no apology, but endeavour to console myself with the 
reflection that, judging from the quantity of plaster used by 
myself, the trifling supply which could have been effected by 
coach or carrier would only have insulted our friend; and, in 
regard to the umbrella, that there has hardly been a shower 
since that very ill-favoured one which rendered my departure 
from Mr. Fairweather so inauspicious. 

" Scott and I are wearying very much to see or hear from you. 
I understand that there is a chance of Willis being here soon, so 
here is another inducement to withdraw you from the entice­
ments of your venerable city. It was agreed the other day that 
the annual dinner of our corporation, which used to be strictly 
private, should be made accessible to any distinguished foreignem 
that happened to 'be in town at the time--viz., l~t Friday of 
this month. Now I am sure there is nobody more worthy of 
this honour than Doctor Dryasdust-so here is another induce­
ment; and I might also mention the improved administration 
of our Ferry. But, trusting that you are already convinced as to 
the propriety of paying us a visit forthwith, I shall say no more 
on the subject, excepting that I have much to show you, and 
thrice more to tell you.-Yours ever, JAMES SYME. 

" P. S.-Y ou will oblige me most particularly by asking our 
friend the toad," how he does, and if he was not the worse of 
Our unceremonious interference with his meditations. J. S." 

* The toad referred to here was one found by Dr. Sharpey 
and Mr. Syrne under a large stone near 'the Abbey~ during on~ 
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In this year, 1826, Mr. Syme published a paper 
on the treatment of wounds, which has exercised a great 
influence upon the practice of surgery. British surgeons. 
following the example of .Alanson in aiming at union 
by the first intention, but forgetting the means by which 
he obtained his object, had fallen into the habit of clos.­
ing wounds externally as securely as possible by means 
of strips of adhesive plaster overlapping each other like 
the tiles of a rooL Mr. Syme pointed out that the 
inevitable effect of snch a procedure was to prevent the­
escape of the blood and serum, which, being pent up 
within the cavity, occasioned inflammatory disturbance 
and suppuration; so that, as he pithily expressed him­
self, "the sealing up of wounds was the surest way of 
keeping them open." He advised that the edges should 
not be approximated at all for some hours, so as to allow 
all oozing of blood to cease; a practice which has been 
attributed to Mr. Liston, who afterwards introduced it 
into London, but the credit of which is entirely due to 
Mr. Syme. 'He himself afterwards abandoned it on 
finding that the same object could be obtained by 
alTanging the dressing in the form of pads of lint gently 
compressing the body of the wound but leaving the 
outlet free; the patient being thus saved the annoyance 
of disturbance at '8. later period. But the principle 
enunciated in this early paper, of providing a free outlet 
for discharges, has ever since ,guided all good surgical 
practice. 

In 1827 a pathological paper appeared from his pen, 

of their excursions together. It was covered up again, and left 
to its repose. 
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of at least equal importance with the practical one just 
referred to. Its subject was the nature of inflammation; 
and in it Mr. Syme first drew attention to the great 
truth, now universally recognised, that the essential 
nature of the disorder was not a disturbance of the 
circulation of the part, as had been previously believed, 
but a derangement of its functions. It must be allowed 
that these two papers from one so young exhibited a 
wonderful practical sagacity and pathological insight. 

This same period gave equal evidence of his dia­
gnostic power and his boldness and skill as an operator. 
In 1827 a young man came under his care with an 
enormous tumour of the lower jaw, which had been 
deemed irremediable by the surgeons of the Infirmary, 
and which Mr. Liston had some yoars before declined 
to interfere with. Mr. Syme, however, recognising, 
at a time when the knowledge of tumours was very 
different from what it now is, the innocent character of 
the growth, and believing that, though it now involved 
the greater part of the inferior maxilla and had attained 
extraordinary dimensions, it was susceptible of removal, 
performed the operation with complete immediate 
success; and the soundness of his pathological know­
ledge was verified sixteen years afterwards, when the 
patient, who had been living in America in the interval, 
accosted him in the street, with the deformity of a 
receding chin completely masked by a well-grown beard. 

At this period· of Mr. Syme's career as a teacher of 
surgery, he felt the want of an hospital appointment. 
Mr. Liston had been some time connected with the 
Royal Infirmary, and had there performed some of his 
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most brilliant operations, while Mr. Syme's had as yet 
been performed in private, and without the eclat of a 
surgical staff in an hospital .A. vacancy having occurred 
at this time in the Royal Infirmary, Mr. Syme applied 
for it; but the managers of the period, dreading the feud 
between him and Mr. Liston, and unwilling that any 
scenes between them should be witnessed by the students, 
simply declined to appoint him in the meantime. What 
followed from this event will be laid before the reader 
in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER IV. 

Crisis of his Life, the Establishment of Minto House Hospital: ita 
Snccess-Reports of Operations, ete., performed there-Method of 
Clinical Teaching-First Marriage, etc. etc. 

THE year 1829. stands prominently out from all others 
in Mr. Syme's history. His application to the managers 
of the Royal Infirmary for an appointment to a vacancy 
in the surgical department had been refused-a refusal 
which he must have felt keenly; but, like the skilful 
pilot who could not make the desired haven, he only 
hoisted more sail, that another and a better might be 
reached. He determined, and without delay, to establish 
a surgical hospital for himself. No act of his life shows 
more prominently the energy of his mind, or the deter­
mination of his purpose, than the rapidity with which 
he resolved on, and carried through, the bold but happy 
idea of establishing a surgical hospital of his own, with 
the surgical staff and other appliances which made the 
position of a surgeon to the Royal Infirmary so prominent 
and imposing. The resolution was hardly formed before 
he carried it into effect, trusting, as he tells us, first, to the 
support of the public; second, to the fees from house 
surgeons, apprentices, and pupils; and third, that the 
balance should be made up by himself. His next step 
was to secure for this purpose a suitable house, of suffi­
cient size and in close proximity to the University and 
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the different schools of medicine. He was not long in 
fixing upon Minto HO'USe as in every way suitable, and 
in obtaining a long lease of it on moderate terms. 

As Minto House is one of those doomed to be taken 
down for the purposes of city improvement, we may be 
permitted here to give a short description of it. It is a 
large square building situated about the middle of 
Chambers Street, and standing face to face with the pre­
sent Industrial Museum. It stands on the brow of the 
hill overlooking the Cowgate, to the west of the old 
Horse Wynd. This house was once the residence of the 
Elliots of Minto, and occupied, along with many other 
mansions of the nobility, this most fashionable part of 
Edinburgh at the middle of the last century. Next to it, 
or rather between it and the Horse Wynd, stood the 
elegant mansion of the beautiful and high-minded 
Countess of Galloway, along with the houses of Lord 
Kennet, Baron Stuart, Lord Covington, and other titled 
personages. But a century has made great changes in 
this quarter: the houses were sold or deserted by their 
aristocratic occupants, and for long were occupied by 
the poorer classes; and now all have disappeared with 
the exception of Minto House itself. 

Minto House, then, occupies the sloping ground 
about midway between North College Street and the 
Cowgate. It used to be approached through a gateway 
in North College Street, down the declivity from which 
a carriage-way ran to the front of the house which faced 
the Cowgate. I,t was a house of the style usually 
adopted by the architects of the early part of the last 
century, being a large square house of four storeys in 
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height, and with prominent windows and doorway. The 
house consisted of fifteen rooms, together with dressing­
rooms, pantries, closets, etc. We give the account of 
the establishment of the Surgical Hospital in Mr. Syme's 
own words:-

"In the beginning of this year," says he, " several circum­
stances, with which it is not necessary to trouble the reader, in­
duced me to resolve on the institution of a surgical hospital in 
Edinburgh. I was not unaware of the difficulty of the under­
taking, but trusted that I should be able to accomplish it through 
.the assistance of the medical students and the public. I be­
lieved that the former, from the confidence which they were 
pleased to repose in me as a teacher of Surgery, would support 
an hospital under my management, from its commencement, and 
that the latter, from their benevolent feelings towards such 
establishments, would contribute towards its maintenance so soon 
as they saw it fairly in operation, and likely to succeed. 
Encouraged by these considerations, I calculated the expense 
of the undertaking ; and ascertained that with accommodation and 
victuals for 20 patients, with suitable domestics, etc., it would 
not probably exceed £300 for outfit, and £700 for annual 
support. To defray these charges, it appeared probable that the 
following funds might be realised :-

Contributions from the public 
Board of two house surgeons . 
Fees of students . 

£100 0 0 
200 0 0 
250 0 0 

£550 0 0 

There would still be left the expense of outfit, and £150 
annually. I made no doubt that the public would soon extend 
their BUpport, so as to relieve me from this burden; but would 
willingly have agreed to submit to it permanently, rather than 
not accomplish my object. 

"It fmj;unately happened," says Mr. Syrne, "that Minto 
House, a place familiar to most gentlemen educated in Edinburgh, 

~ I 
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stood vacant. It was in every respect admirably calculated for the 
purpose in view, being situated close to the University; in a 
healthy part of the city, not actually upon, but immediately 
contiguous to, the densely-inhabited ridge of the old town; having 
extensive private grounds; containing fifteen rooms, besides a 
ground-floor provided with every convenience, and having an 
abundant supply of water, with water-closets even in the highest 
fl.oor. It may be added that one very large and elegantly con­
structed room, 18 feet in height, was well suited for an operating 
and lecture room. I lost no time in taking a lease of these pre­
mises for ten years, and through the liberality of the proprietor, 
part of the building and its enclosure was subjected to a 
thorough repair, and the grounds were reformed so as to be 
more nseful and agreeable. While these operations were in pro­
gress the vacancy for two house surgeons was announced, a 
prospectus for the information of the public was circulated, and 
a petition was laid before the College of Surgeons, to request 
their recognition of attendance upon the hospital about to be 
established as a qualification for their diploma. The College, 
after mature deliberation, determined that, as their diplo~a was 
a qualification for general practice, they ought not to be satisfied 
with attendance upon a purely surgical hospital; but that there 
could be no objection to receive a course of clinical lectures on 
surgery, provided I chose to deliver one of the same extent and 
duration with that of the Royal Infirmary. I thankfully accepted 
this offer, which promised to answer fully the purpose of my 
petition, by enabling me to derive a revenue from my pupils 
without increasing the expense of their education, and by recog­
nising the respectability of the institution. 

" In order to satisfy the public that the institution was pro­
perly conducted, it seemed proper that the contributors should 
annually elect a body of directors who might frequently visit 
the establishment, and report for the information of their con­
stituents. 

" In the meantime the following gentlemen kindly agreed to 
accept the office :-

1 
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Right Honourable the LoRD emu COJDIISSIONER. 
LORD MONCBEIFF. 

8m J. G. CAlUUClUEL, Bart. 
8m ALEX. GI1l80N-MAITLAND, Bart. 
JA1IlES GI1l8ON-CRAIG, Esq., of Ricearton. 
JOHN WAUCHOPE, Esq., of Edmonston. 
PROFESSOR JAKESON. 
JOHN CHRISTISON, Esq., Advocate. 
JAMES IVORY, Esq., Advocate. 
ALEX. SKITH, Esq., W.B. 
Al.Bx. CAHPBELL, Esq. 
Rev. JOHN BROWN. 
JOHN HARDIE, Esq., Leith. 
ALEXANDER CLAPPBBTON, Esq. 
ALEX. CRAIG, Esq. 

Tr6a8Urers--Messrs. CUNNINGHAK and WALKER, W.B. 
Dr. BALLINGALL, OOflBUlting Surgeon. 
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"Everything," says Mr. Syme, "bas turned out equal to 
expectation. . In two days after the vacancies for house surgeons 
were announced, ten applications were offered. The public have 
already contributed more than £100 of annual subscriptions, 
besides nearly as much of donations, and more clinical students 
applied than could be received, the College having restricted the 
number attending each course to forty, 80 long as the beds are 
not more numerous than at present, viz. twenty-four." 

The plan adopted in the management of this hos­
pital is thus given-

"The hospital is visited every morning at 10 o'clock. In 
the first place, the patients residing in the house are examined; 
then the students assemble in the lecture-room, where the 
patients who are desirous of admission, and also those treated as 
out-patients, are carefully examined before them. What seems 
interesting in the different cases is then pointed out, and ques­
tions are occasionally asked as to the diagnosis and treatment. 
I then perform what operations are required, and so conclude 
the business, which usually occupies an hour." 
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" The hospital was opened for the reception of patients on 
the 8th May 1829. During the three months which have since 
then elapsed, 380 patients labouring under surgical disorders have 
applied to the institution for relief. Of these 70 have been 
admitted into the house. There have been performed 30 opera­
tiona-

3 Amputations of thigh. 
1 " of arm. 
1 " through tarsus. 
1 " of great toe. 
1 " of thumb. 
2 " of finger. 
2 Excisions of mamma. 

5 " of tumours. 
1 " of upper jaw. 
2 " of elbow-joint. 
3 Cancerous" sores. 
3 Warty excrescences. 
1 Fistula in ano. 
I Hoomorrhoids, etc. 
2 Polypus nasi. 
1 Hypospadias. 

30 

"Two deaths are recorded in this quarter's category. One, 
that of a girl two years old, who fell into a pot of boiling water, 
and who was brought to the hospital pulseless. The other that 
of Isabella M'Donald, who had suffered severe injuries to the 
limb from the wheel of a cart passing over her. Amputation by 
the flap was performed, but she died of ulceration of the intestines 
on the third week after the operation. 

" Of the cases principally interesting, few remarks are neces­
sary. Excisions of the elbow-joint for caries were again most 
successful, as also the actual cautery (introduced from' Rust's' 
fashionable practice in Germany) for morbus coxarius, and the 
similar affection of the shoulder-joint. The other cases have no 
special interest worthy of comment here. 
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" Many people," says Mr. Syme, in concluding his report of 
the first quarter of his Surgical Hospital, "thought it rash for 
me to undertake a clinical course before having a single patient 
in the hospital; but I trust that what has been said here will 
be suffici611t evidence that materials for the purpose were not 
wanting. And there can be no doubt that now, wh611 the 
hospital is fully established, and every day becoming better 
known to the suffering poor, it will be in my power to increase 
the interest not only of my clinical lectures, but also of the re­
ports, which it is my intention to publish regularly through the 
medium of this journal" 

In Mr. Syme's second quarterly report, which is 
dated 75 George Street, 17th November 1829, and in­
eludes the cases admitted from August to November of 
that year, we find that the cases of surgical disease for 
which relief had been sought at the hospital had in­
creased in number and importance. Within the three 
months 553 patients had applied. Of these 64 had been 
admitted into the house. Mr. ~yme, on this occasion, 
has not given a report of the more interesting cases, for 
he finds that his clinical lectures, together with his pro­
fe!lsional avocations in private, have not afforded him 
the necessary leisure. 

" I will therefore, in the meantime?, says he, "merely make 
some observations on the treatment of ulce~. In treating what 
are called indolent ulcers of the leg, I used to regard the plan 
recommended by Mr. Baynton as approaching nearly to perfec­
tion, and still believe that, when properly executed, it will sooner 
or later effect a cure, if a cure be practicable; but another 
method has lately suggested itself to me, which seems in many 
respects preferable. The means employed are blisters, and the 
object to excite a smart and diffuse inflammation. They were 
not limited in extent to the size of the sore, but were made to 
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cover a great part of the limb, and are allowed to remain in 
operation for a long while, sometimes even twenty-four hours." 

The use of this important means of stimulating in­
dolent ulcers to take on a healthy healing action is now 
universally adopted by surgeons, and cannot but be 
regarded as a great improvement on the straps of Bayn­
ton, a decided step in advance in the practice of Surgery, 
and a great boon to the poorer classes, who principally 
suffer from such sores. 

In the next quarterly report, for November 1829 
to February 1830, 410 patients affected with surgical 
diseases had applied. Of these 67 were admitted. It 
will be unnecessary to follow this report through all its 
particulars. Other four cases of excision of the elbow­
joint, and two of the knee-joint, one of which was some­
what complicated, turned out most successfully. In 
this report Mr. Syme's first cases of lithotomy are pub­
lished. Of three cases one proved fatal, that of an old 
man 77 years of age. Mr. Syme remarks-

"The operation for lithotomy, as now performed, is one of 
the simplest in Surgery; and the importance which is. still attri­
buted to it by the public depends upon the recollections of the 
shocking and protracted tortures which attended the old method 
of operating with the gorget. The patient above mentioned is 
the only one I ever lost from the operation, and his death, I 
think, may be ascribed fully as much to old age· as t!> the 
injury inflicted." . 

Mr. Syme next relates a somewhat anomalous case of 
hydrocele, and has the candour, in the accompanying 
remarks, to refer to a case in which he himself com­
mitted a serious blunder in his practice. It would be 
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well for the profession, if such candid statements were 
more frequently made. He says-

"This case, that of John Bryce, a weaver from Carnwath 
(p. 245, Ed. Med. and Burg. JO'Urnal, voL 33), is interesting as an 
instance of the violent effects which proceed from slight causes 
of irritation in peculiar constitutions. As a contrast with it I 
may mention that of a gentleman in whom I unfortunately in­
jected the cellular substance of the scrotum, instead of the tunica 
vaginalis. I converted the puncture into an incision about an 
inch long, and squeezed. out some of the wine, but much of it 
still remained, and I prepared for violent local and constitutional 
disturbance, when to my surprise everything went on favourably 
and the patient obtained a radical cure speedily and satisfac­
torily. 

Mr. Syme's cases of hernia in this number are also 
interesting and instructive. The next report is the fourth 
quarterly one with a summing up for the whole year. 
The first case which he puts on record is one of brachial 
aneurism, in which he tied the humeral artery. 

"Five days after the operation the case promised to be a 
successful one, but, at the end of five weeks, there being no pro­
gress towards improvement, I began to think seriously of the 
radical cure by the old method. I therefore laid open the 
tumour through its whole extent by an incision in the direction 
of the biceps muscle. A firm, hollow, fibrous coagulum, lining 
the aneurism, and preserving its shape, being then removed, a 
gush of arterial blood flowed from the bottom of the wound. 
Being unable to control this bleeding by pressure above the 
aneurism, I pressed the points of both my th'umbs down upon 
the vessel at the point it had been injured, and then gradually 
separating them from each other, was enabled to discover the 
wound, which was about a quarter of an inch long, gaping with 
thick white lips. I then passed a needle through the con­
densed tissues which surrounded the vessel, and thus conveyed 

• 
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two ligaturef around it, one on each side of the wound, which, 
on being tied, effectually restrained the bleeding. No unfavour­
able symptom ensued. I have been particular," says Mr. Syme, 
"in detailing this case, because I think it ought to have con­
siderable weight in inducing surgeons to abandon the modern 
operation for aneurism at the belld of the arm." 

And most of us will recognise, in this small begin­
ning of returning to the old method of operating for 
aneurism, the germ from which gradually sprang those 
great and heroic operations on tumours in connection 
with the larger arteries, which were performed by him in 
his latter years with such admirable skill and success. 

The good effects of the actual cautery in some affec­
tions of the joints is illustrated by several cases. He 
thus concludes:-

"To complete this report, I may mention the expense that 
has been incurred in instituting and conducting the establishment, 
which consists of one house surgeon, a steward, housekeeper, 
cook, and housemaid, two nurses, and twenty-four patients. My 
senior apprentices write the patients' cases, the juniors dress 
them, and the care of the out-patients is distributed over the 
whole, according to their progress, activity, and intelligence." 

This first year is summed up by a.n abstract of the 
hospital accounts, from which we see that the public 
subscribed £217: 14s., aud Mr. Syme paid £779: 7s. 
This £779 : 7s. is explained in the next report as being 
made up as follows :-

Fees of clinical students £400 0 0 
Board of two house surgeons for 

six months. 200 0 0 
Balance paid by Mr. Syme 179 7 0 

£779 7 0 
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It may be well here to refer to the method of teach­
ing Clinical Surgery which he introduced into the Edin­
burgh school The plan which had been followed in 
Edinburgh was that of grouping together, from the cases 
in hospital, a certain number, which bore a resemblance 
to and alliance with each other, and without the pre­
sence of the patient, or anything to illustrate the dis­
course, to give in the lecture-room a discourse on the 
group of cases which had been chose~ Syme had hardly 
begun his clinical teaching at Minto House before he 
altered this plan, adopting the one which he shortly 
states in his first quarterly report, but which he subse­
quently detailed more at length in the Lancet of October 
1st, 1864:-

" The plan which I introduced into the Edinburgh tlChooI, 
and whieh I still pursue, appears to me worthy of adoption. This 
is, to bring the cases one by one into a room, where the students 
are comfortably seated, and if the patients have not been seen by 
the surgeon beforehand, so much the better; then, ascertaining 
the seat and nature of their complaints, he points out their dis­
tinctive ellaracters. 

" Having done this 80 that every one present knows the case 
under consideration, the teacher, either in presence or absence of 
the patient, according to circumstances, proceeds to explain the 
principles of treatment, with his reasons for choosing the method 
preferred; and lastly, does what is requisite in the presence of 
his pupils. 

"The great advantage of this system is, that it makes an 
impression .at the same time on the eye and ear, which is 
known by experience to be more indelible than any other, and 
thus conveys instruction of the most lasting cha:racter." 

We shall pause for a moment at the termination of 
E 

• i 
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this first year of establishment of the surgical hospital 
at Minto House to look into some important matters 
connected with his private life. He had determined to 
start as a pure surgeon, and his success was daily in­
creasing. He was now often so engaged in professional 
duties that he had not time to finish his quarterly reports 
of Minto House as he could have desired. He was also. 
thus early, frequently called into consultation with 
country practitioners, and performed for them many 
severe and important operations; which he detailed from 
time to time in the journals of the period. It was in 
the midst of this excitement and bustle of professional 
avocations, that he determined to add to his domestic 
comforts by taking a wife. The additional responsi­
bilities which this step involved were no doubt well 
weighed by him, for he did nothing without looking 
carefully on both sides of the question. But it is diffi­
cult for us to see how a young surgeon, but entering 
upon professional life, could see his way to undertake so 
many responsibilities at one time. The well-known 
examples of Sir B. Brodie and others show the paltriness 
of the receipts of professional men during the early years 
of their struggles; and there is little reason to suppose 
that Mr. Syme was differently circumstanced, although we 
are unable to give the facts with precision. Encouraged 
by the success of the hospital at Minto House, and his 
general acceptance as a surgeon by the profession, his 
buoyant hopeful nature led him to take this further step 
to secure his domestic happiness. The lady of his choice 
proved to be Miss Willis, daughter of Mr. Robert Willis, 
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a Leith merchant, and sist.er to his old schoolfellow at 
the High School of Edinburgh. Mr. Syme's marriage 
proved a happy one, his wife being a most amiable 
woman, intelligent, accomplished, and judicious, and de­
voted to her domestic duties. 

But his increased responsibilities during this event­
ful year did not end here; he found it necessary to 
further enlarge his establishment by the possession of 
a carriage. It is well known that in the case of a 
medical man such an appendage does not always denote 
a corresponding necessity for it, and is oftener used, at 
least in more modern days, as an introduction to prac­
tice than as the indispensable requisite of a practice 
already made and extending. It was different, how­
ever, with Mr. Syme: his duties were now becoming 
multiplied. He had his lectures to give, Minto House 
to attend, and consultations to be punctually attended 
to, while public conveyances were then but few, and 
not to be depended on. It therefore became next to 
a necessity with him to have the means of convey­
ance from place to place, so as to meet his engagements 
punctually. 

But domestic establishments, carriages and servants, 
and surgical hospitals, are not started or maintained at 
little cost; and we -have good reason to know that at 
this time Mr. Syme was occasionally put to great straits 
in money matters. 'With his perseverance and hope­
fulness of disposition he always looked at the bright 
side of the picture; never flagged in his exertions; 
never showed a symptom of despondency; and never 
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for a moment lost hope of ultimately overcoming all 
his difficulties. To relieve pressing necessities he had 
occasionally at this time to negotiate loans of money, 
but these were all speedily and punctually paid; and 
the time was fast approaching when such measures 
became unnecessary. 
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CHAPTER V. 

Progress of Surgical Hospital-Ca.ndidate for Professor of Surgery to 
Royal College of Surgeons-Defaat-Appointment to Chair of 
Clinical Surgery in University of Edinbl1rgh-Epitome of Work 
done at Surgical Hospital-Continuation of it as a "MaisOn de 
Sante." 

THE progress of the Surgical Hospital was great and 
satisfactory; but before we enter further into these 
details, it may be well to keep in view other events 
which were passing at the time, and in which Mr. Syme 
was a prominent actor. It may be remembered that 
when he openly quarrelled with Liston, and started on 
his own account as a teacher of Anatomy and Surgery, 
he had but few friends to look to for countenance and 
support, and he was almost unknown as a surgeon. 
His success in teaching Surgery had now, however, been 
great, and his. no less bold but successful undertaking 
in originating the Edinburgh Surgical Hospital had 
secured for him the adhesion and support of a large 
circle of private friends and professional brethren. An 
event which was to test his popularity soon occurred. 

Dr. John Thomson, so long well known as the 
accomplished Professor of Surgery to the Royal College 
of Surgeons, had some time previously resigned the 
office he had well and ably filled there, and had been 
succeeded by Mr. Turner, who had for some time been 
associated with Dr. Thomson in teaching the class. But 



in 1831 the government of the day, somewhat unex­
pectedly, instituted two new chairs in the University of 
Edinburgh-viz. Pathology and Systematic Surgery, 
. John Thomson was destined to fill the first chair of 
k,'aLllO.1.Ggg; and Sytemab G,,,,"""·,,,, 

by the Profea.1.GG 
'S,.+ich had formerly 

was bestowed 
'furner. A vacal1GY occurred in tb.:; 

of Surgery noyal College 
and Mr. Syrne I.Beeme a candidatG. 

He appears to have been at one time somewhat san­
guine of obtaining this appointment; but we find that 
Liston, now allied with Lizars and Fergusson, was de- . 
termined to resist as far as possible his acquiring the 

It is someBde.t .:;emL42:I<able that Listoii 
have come fublicly contested 

apI"",n'ttment: but, in2:IenP so, he, in leagua 
and their attempted, 
to quash at professorship. 

This resolution was proposed at the last hour, but Mr. 
Syrne's friends were fortunately present in numbers suffi­
cient to defeat the well-planned scheme. It required 
two-thirds of the votes to carry a motion of this kind, 

lost by a consif2:2:Lt.hle Then CaID{+ 

election, when he were pitted 
eaeh other. The ('L4ch had musteref 

their respectin7.7 

"""'""""""", but the doufl7.7 succeeded 
returning Mr. Lizars by a majority of one vote. 

Syrne never seemed much disappointed at the loss 
of this election. He went steadily forward with 
his noble work at Minto House, and from time to time 
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published reports of the progress of the institution, as 
well as many practical and important facts, the result 

,of his large experience there. These reports were at 
first published quarterly, with a summing-up of the 
accounts at the end of each year; and he had thus 
published six reports when we had him stating-" The 
College of Surgeons having lengthened the course of 
clinical lectures, required as a qualification for obtaining 
their diploma, to six instead of three months, it has been 
thought proper to make a corresponding alteration in 
the periods for which the reports of the hospital are 
published Accordingly, they will be published regu­
larly every six months in March and September." 

The success of the hospital was now steadily on the 
increase, not only in public support and its better 
recognition by the profession, but in the large and 
increasing number of patients that flocked to it for 
ad vice and relief. In the seventh hospital report he 
details a case of gunshot wound of the hand which had 
been brought to the hospital, and from which he de­
duced results that have influenced the practice of Sur­
gery ever since. The hand was completely shattered, 
and required amputation above the wrist. This was 
successfully performed; but the state of the arteries 
of the hand proved most interesting-two of the larger 
~ivisions of th~ palmer arch were tom through, yet the 
hremorrhage had not been excessive. 

"The fact," says he, "that tom arteries bleed little or none 
has not yet been satisfactorily accounted for. Mr. Charles Bell 
thinks that the 1088 of vitality consequent upon the severe 
injury will increase the adhesive attraction between the blood 
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and vessel, so as to promote coagulation. Many people are 
satisfied with the alleged greater retraction that follows tearing ; 
and others prefer the explanation which attributes the occurrence 
in question to the internal coats being ruptured more exten- . 
sively than the external ones, and thrown into folds which 
obstruct its cavity. 

"The truth seems rather to be, that· when the artery is 
stretched the internal and middle coats give way before the 
tough cellular envelope, which, when it at last yields also, 
collapses about the other in a conical form. Trials on the dead 
subject suggested and have repeatedly confirmed this opinion, 
which agreed with the appearances observed in the hand under 
consideration, where the orifices of the vessels could not be 
discovered without difficulty, though they were of a considerable 
size." 

This demonstration by Mr. Syrne of what occurs 
when arteries are stretched and their coats torn across, 
is now generally adopted by surgeons, and is further 
confirmed by the experiments of Turner, who showed 
that in placing a ligature around an artery, tightening 
it and then removing it, the artery was completely 
blocked up by the division and retraction of the internal 
coat from the point at which the ligature had divided 
it. 

In the ninth report, extending from February to 
August 1832, a very large increase of cases had to be 
recorded. 2548 patients applied for relief this year, a 
number in excess of the former year by 555. Of these 
340 were admitted into the house, and treated there. 
In this report he says," The hospital has been con­
siderably enlarged by the addition of a lecture-room, 
which allows the apartment formerly employed for that 
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purpose to be converted into a ward for the receipt of 
patients." His last report of the Surgical Hospital at 
Minto House was published in September 1833. It was 
written after his appointment to the chair of Clinical 
Surgery in the University of Edinburgh. The history 
of this apppointment may be shortly given. 

Mr. Russell, the former Professor of Clinical Surgery, 
had, in consequence of advancing age and increasing 
frailty~ determined to resign, as soon as a suitable occa­
sion offered. Mr. Liston's friends were first in the field 
to secure the chair for him, and Sir Robert Liston had 
several interviews with Mr. Russell on the subject; but 
he had resolved not to resign except on the condition 
that his successor paid him £300 a year for the period of 
his lifetime. This Liston positively, and in rather 
coarse terms, refused to do. Negotiations were there­
fore soon entered into with the friends of Mr. Syme, 
which culminated in the latter accepting Mr. Russell's 
terms. This point having been satisfactorily arranged, 
Mr. Russell resigned his chair, and Mr. Syme was 
~uly appointed his successor in 1833. Some years 
afterwards the particulars of this appointment were 
revived in the pages of a medical journal by some 
anonymous scribbler, and gave rise to some corre­
spondence, as well as some little bitterness of feeling, 
between Mr. Liston, Mr. Syme, and Mr. Russell. For­
tunately for Mr. Syme, Mr. Russell was still alive, and 
able to explain the whole particulars of the transaction; 
and the plain manly statement he made established 
beyond further dispute the open, fair, and honourable 
character of the whole negotiations. 

• 
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In the eleventh and last report of the cases treated 
in the Edinburgh Surgical Hospital, he says-

"In commencing this report it is necessary to explain the 
changes which have taken place in the arrangement for teaching 
Clinical Surgery in Edinburgh. Previous to the retirement of Mr_ 
Russell, the professor of Clinical Surgery had no hospital patients 
under his own care; but by a private agreement with the 
managers of the Royal Infirmary, posseBBed the privilege of lec­
turing on all the surgical cases admitted into that institution, 
with the reservation, in favour of one of the attending surgeons, 
of a right to give clinical lectures on his own patients. In 
accordance with this arrangement, during the last ten or twelve 
years the senior attending surgeon has participated in the duties 
and emoluments of the professor's course. On my appointment 
to the chair of Clinical Surgery, the Senatus Academicus renewed 
an application they had formerly made to the managers of the 
Royal Infirmary, for the allotment of wards to receive surgical 
patients, on whose cases the lectures of the professor might be 
delivered ; and, in the event of no such arrangement being 
effected, authorised the co1irse to be delivered in the Surgical 
Hospital. The mauagers then resolved to place three wards, con­
taining 30 beds, under my care, reserving to the two present 
attending surgeons the right of lecturing on their own patients. 
The Senatus Academicus approved of this proposal, and, at the 
unanimoU8 recommendation of the medical faculty, added Clinichl 
Surgery to the list of classes imperative on candidates for gradua­
tion in this University. The directors of the Surgical Hospital, 
finding that the contributions of the public, though annually in­
creasing, were not sufficient to cover a half of the expenditure, 
and knowing that it would be impossible for me to give the 
institution the same attention and support as formerly, saw no 
prospect of being able to maintain it, and therefore came to the 
resolution that it should be closed." 

Minto House Hospital, thus abandoned to its fate, 
was commenced in May 1829, and closed, as a surgical 
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hospital, in August 1833. During that time it had been 
carefully watched and as faithfully tended, both by Mr. 
Syme and by his three principal assistants-Dr. John 
Brown, Dr. Peddie, and the late Dr. Cornwall-towards 
all of whom Mr. Syme ever afterwards retained feel­
ings of the deepest interest and most sincere regard. 
During the three years and a quarter that this insti­
tution had been in existence, no less than 8097 surgical 
cases had sought relief there, and of that number 1094 
had been admitted as patients into the house; which 
gives us an average of 337 cases treated within the 
hospital per annum, although until the last six months 
it had contained only 24 beds. This average will 
triumphantly vie with any institution of the kind in 
Britain; for in surgical cases it is well known that many 
of them require prolonged treatment. 

The count and reckoning of the establishment comes 
next, and is as follows :-

REcEIl'TS FROM 1829 TO 1833. EXPENDITURE FROM 1829 TO 1833. 
Contributions . £918 3 5 Fnrniture and medicine £653 9 1 
Stndents' fees. 222 8 0 Rent, taxes, and wages 71619 8 
From Mr. Syrne 1775 11 4 Maintenance of patients 1500 0 8j 

Miscellaneons. . 113 12 7 

£2916 2 9 £2984 1 7i 

In whatever light we look upon this great and 
successful effort to establish a surgical hospital in Edin­
burgh, and however much the countenance and assist­
ance of friends, both pecuniarily and otherwise, may 
have tended to that success, one point stands out more 
clearly than any other-that, but for the clear mind, 
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the resolute will, and the persevering endeavours, of 
its originator, the result would have been widely dif­
ferent. But this effort and this success will ever 
stand as a monument of James Syme's zeal in the 
cause of pure Surgery, of his regard for suffering 
humanity, and at the same time of what can be accom­
plished in the midst of opposition and pecuniary diffi­
culties. In this undertaking he was warmly supported 
by his immediate friends, and fairly enough by the 
public; but always cheered amidst difficulties and dis­
couragements by his faithful and attached assistants, and 
his enthusiastic and grateful pupils. The affectionate 
illterest he took in his students made him their idol, and 
the friendships made at Minto House between teacher 
and taught proved as lasting as life itself. 

To sum up the story of Minto House Surgical 
Hospital, it may be stated that in the years of its 
existence under Mr. Syme he had treated in it probably 
a larger number of patients for the size of the hospital 
than any similar institution in Great Britain; and while 
the public sufficiently recognised the institution, and the 
fees of students, clerks, etc., were larger still, Mr. 
Syme had to payout of his own pocket no less a sum 
than £1775: 11 : 4. Whatever the reasons were which 
induced Mr. Syme to originate this institution, there can 
be no doubt that it proved a blessing to many, and a 
great boon to the city of Edinburgh. Mr. Syme's pay­
ment to it therefore must ever be looked upon as true 
charity, bestowed where it could not be abused, and, 
like all true charity, "blessing him that gives and him 
that takes." At this time it must be remembered that 
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Mr. Syme was fighting hard with fortune, and that 
£1800 was worth much more to him then than after­
wards; but he paid it without a grudge, and closed the 
transaction. It cost- hlmsomething then, but it amply 
repaid itself afterwards. 

Minto House, thus temporarily exalted and then 
abandoned to its fate, was felt to be a loss which the 
citizens of Edinburgh had never contemplated The 
private character of the institution, and the manner in 
which patients who had no home or friends to look 
after them were received on certain moderate payments, 
rendered the prospect of its discontinuance keenly 
felt by the city and neighbourhood. Accordingly, when 
:Mr. Syme was appointed to the chair of Clinical Sur­
gery, with wards assigned to that chair in the Royal 
Infirmary, it was resolved to hold a public meeting to 
determine whether or not this institution should be 
abandoned or continued as a private hospital and dis­
pensary, corresponding to what our French neighbours 
have called a "Maison de Sante." Many individuals in 
large towns, although perfectly able to pay a fair sum 
for attendance and treatment, cannot possibly secure 
this at their own homes or lodgings. It consequently 
became an object of importance to the philanthropists 
of Edinburgh to secure if possible the continuation of 
this institution in a similar form, and especially under 
the fostering care of those assistants of Mr. Syme who 
had done so much to secure the success of his surgical 
hospital. With this end in view, it was resolved to 
re-open the hospital at Minto House under changed 
circumstances. The dispensary was to be carried on as 
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formerly, but the wards were to be instituted under the 
new arrangement-Dr. John Brown, Dr. Peddie, and Dr. 
Cornwall taking the charge alternately, and Mr. Syme 
being continued as the consulting and operating surgeon. 
The institution, under its altered circumstances, pros­
pered, and continued for fifteen years to afford extensive 
benefits to those who were placed in need of suclL 
attention. 

In the Tenth Annual Report of Minto House Hos­
pital and Dispensary the directors regret that 

"Drs. Brown and Cornwall, who, along with Dr. Peddie, have 
for ten years acted with the most entire cordiality as ordinary 
medical officers, have been obliged to resign their situations on 
account of their other avocations. But, though fully sensible of 
the value of their services, and grateful for their hearty co­
operation, the directors have no small pleasure in assuring the 
supporters of this establishment that it will be maintained in 
all its former efficiency, so as to secure as much as ever the 
support and confidence of the public. 

"They retain Professor Syme's valuable aid as consulting 
surgeon; and Dr. Peddie, to whom, as the directors by long 
experience know, the success of this hospital and dispensary, and 
the full development of its advantages, are mainly due, has 
generously undertaken the sole charge; and from the knowledge 
the directors have of his energy, professional fitness, and habits 
of business, they feel satisfied that, in many respects, the institu­
tion will be carried on with more spirit and effect than ever." 

In the last, the Fifteenth Annual Report of the Minto 
House Hospital and Dispensary, we find the following 
statement by Dr. Peddie :-

"In tendering this last report, I cannot avoid remarking 
that the experience of fifteen years has fully realised the expee-

1 
, 
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tations of those concerned in the orgin and working of the in­
stitution, that it would ultimately be successful, and proves 
the practicability of maintaining an hospital and dispensary for 
the industrious classes on a self-supporting principle. I regret 
exceedingly that circumstances connected with the expiry of the 
lease of Minto House, and the interference of other professional 
avocations, should have obliged me to relinquish duties which I 
hl'd found pleasant, though arduous, and thus prevent me from 
carrying out the onginal design. 

The report then goes on to say-

"The Committee cordially sympathise with Dr. Peddie in 
his regret at closing his labours at Minto House, after spend­
ing so many of his best years in its service, in dispensing to his 
suffering fellow-men one of the best blessings auy man can 
either give or receive-relief from disease and restoration to 
health-and this without lowering ,their spirit of independence, 
or burdening anyone for their support. The Committee doubt 
not he has had his reward in their lifelong gratitude, and in that 
personal good which every man must himself get in doing good 
to others. 

"The Committee further beg to tender their best thanks to 
Mr. Syme for his much-valued and never-failing services as con­
sulting surgeon." 

Minto House, thus abandoned, was soon secured by 
private lecturers for class-rooms and museums, in con­
sequence of its proximity to the college, and for a long 
period many of the extra-academical lectures of the 
Edinburgh Medical School have been delivered there. 
It has now, however, been doomed to be pulled down 
for city improvements; but its curious. history, first as 
a residence of the Minto family, then as a successful 
surgical hospital, afterwards as a "Maison de Sante" 



and dispensary, and finally as a series of lecture-rooms 
and museums, will always make it an object of interest 
to those who were connected with the medical history of 
Edinburgh in the earlier part of the present century. 

"E'TE""" on the title-page Minto House as 
days of Mr. 



LIFE OF JAMES SYME. 65 

CHAPTER VI. 

Clinical Duties at Royal Infirmary-Rivalry-Liston leaves for Lon­
don-Letters to Dr. Sharpey-Appointed Surgeon in Ordinary to 
the Queen for Scotland-Reconciliation with Liston-Correspond­
enee-Legacy from his Uncle-Operation for Fungus of Testis­
Liston's Visit to Edinburgh-His Sudden Death-Offer of Chair 
-Acceptance-Public Dinner-Discomforts in London-Resolu­
tion to leave-Returns to Edinburgh, etc. 

THE appointment of Mr. Syme to the chair of Clinical 
Surgery in the University of Edinburgh inaugurated a 
new era in the teaching of this subject, not only in the 
University, but in the Royal Infirmary. It has often 
been remarked that some men are born poets, and the 
truth of this is recognised; but no man is evel born a 
surgeon. The knowledge and manipUlation required 
for this office are only to be acquired by diligent and 
careful study, first of Anatomy, and afterwards of the 
phenomena of diseased structures. The training of Mr. 
Syme essentially fitted him for this onerous position. 
Brought up as an anatomist and teacher of the science, he 
afterwards devoted his attention to Surgery, and always 
~ooked upon his teaching of that subject as his most 
effective effort. His method was original, his manner sin­
cere, and his success unmistakeable. .As already stated, 
he at one time commanded the largest class ever taught 
in the Medical School of Edinburgh. To have 250 

F 
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students attending a course of Systematic Surgery must 
have been, to any man, a proof of perfect success, and 
this he had in 1828. 

When he commenced his duties at the Royal Infir­
mary, with wards assigned to him as clinical professor, 
he had much to compete with. Mr. Liston, the senior 
surgeon, was then in the zenith of his fame as a brilliant 
and successful operator. The field was shared by Mr. 
Lizars, also . a good surgeon, and especially fond of the 
knife, which he used with much dexterity; .while out­
side, Mr. Fergusson (now Sir W. Fergusson) was both 
able and anxious to secure the position of an operative 
surgeon. It must, therefore, have been a somewhat 
anxious, if not a trying, position, to engage in the duties 
of a clinical professor of Surgery at such a time. But 
Mr. Syme had long been a favourite teacher, and the 
students who had followed him from Minto House, as 
well as many others, recognised in him one in whom 
they could always place their confidence and trust. 
At the operations in the theatre of the Infirmary it 
was customary at this time for the different surgeons to 
come and witness, if not assist their fellows; but Mr. 
Syme not being in harmony with the rest, although he 
was present with his assistants and others, only remained 
to witness the operation, and then retired. Mr. Liston used 
to give unequivocal signs of the contempt with which he 
regarded this proceeding, but Mr. Syme, nothing mindful, 
continued to pursue the same course during the time 
that Mr. Liston remained as senior surgeon. What he 
did after Mr. Liston's removal to London is not known. 
Most probably he no longer attended the operating 
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theatre at these times. But he always had a linger­
ing fondness for Liston, which even the harsh and 
contemptuous conduct of the latter could not remove; 
and he recognised by his presence the dexterity 
and skill which were so characteristic of that great 
surgeon. 

From the time of Mr. Syme's appointment to the 
chair of Clinical Surgery, and to special wards assigned 
by the managers to that chair, his success as a teacher, . 
operator, and consulting surgeon, was steady and secure. 
The system of clinical teaching which he at once intro­
duced into the Infirmary was a great and practical 
improvement upon the old method; and no long time 
elapsed ere its effects upon his following of students 
began to appear. They gradually came to see the advan­
tages of this plan, and flocked to his clinique. This 
certainly was an unexpected result, when Liston was 
still the senior surgeon of the Infirmary. Liston was a 
man of but few words. These, however, were always to 
the point, and his few remarks after an operation were 
remarkably clear and pointed. His operations, too, were 
such as were calculated to attract young students by 
their dash and success. He used to perform amputation 
at the thigh single-handed, compress the artery with the 
left hand (no tourniquet), and do all the cutting and 
sawing with the right, with only the assistance of his 
house-surgeon to hold the limb and tie the ligatures on 
the arteries. He was a powerful man, and could follow 
this method without effort. But Mr. Syme had never 
the physical capabilities of Liston, and never aspired to 
such a soaring height in his operations. He contented 
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himself with doing things well, wisely, securely, and 
successfully. 

But this rivalry was not to last long. Mr. Liston 
was offered the chair of Clinical Surgery in the Univer­
sity of London in 1835, accepted it, and thus left his old 
friend master of the field in the Scottish metropolis. 
His removal to London at once constituted Mr. Syme 
the consulting surgeon of Scotland. Mr. Lizars was 
not a favourite, and Mr. Fergusson was then, as it were, 
only beginning that practical career which has since 
earned for him such honour and renown. Then Dr. 
Watson (now Dr. Watson Wemyss), although a surgeon 
to the Royal Infirmary, laid himself out more for Medi­
cal Jurisprudence than for Surgery, and otherwise the 
field was free; so that, at the early age of thirty-four, 
Mr. Syme may be said to have acquired for himself the 
consulting practice of an entire country. Even at this 
time he did not hesitate to affirm that the consult­
ing practice of Edinburgh and neighbourhood made 
up but a small portion of his professional income, 
which must have been equal to that of any other 
professional man in the metropolis of Scotland. The 
two following letters illustra~ the importance which 
was at this time everywhere attached to his advice 
and practice :-

" 9 Charlotte Square, 19th November 1836. 
" My dear Sharpey-You will herewith receive a copy of the 

new edition of my book. It is doing extremely well here. Sir 
Charles recommends it; and, in short, I believe there is no other 
elementary work in request: say a good word for it to your 
pupils. We have good accounts of you from Chadwick, etc. etc., 
and begin to fear that prosperity has made you unmindful of old 
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friends. You will still, however, I daresay, be glad to learn that 
we are thriving here too. The University is better attended, eo 
far as can be judged from the matriculation up to this date, there 
being seventy more than at the corresponding time last year. 

Since writing you I have been at 
Montrose on a similar expedition to the Dundee one last year ; 
but this time I was sent by the Lord Advocate, at the request of 
the medical and municipal authorities of the place. The case 
was a wound of the external iliac, which I tied. The patient 
was in the Infirmary, and has done well. J.uor.s SYKB." 

" 9 Charlotte Square, Tuesday, 18t May 1837. 
"My dear Sharpey-Having the opportunity afforded of 

Dunsmure going to Paris via London, I write without anything 
particular to say. The day after my 
arrival here I was sent for to Inverneas to see a gentleman who 
had been injured three weeks before by falling from a gig. The 
case being obscure, the patient accompanied me home in the 
steamboat. There was an immense tumour of the axilla and 
shoulder, which had come on immediately after the fall, but 
never pulsated. The arm was mdematous. I tried pressure by 
bandaging without effect, then punctured the swelling, to see 
what was in it, and finding arterial blood, tied the subclavian. 
The luemorrhage persisting, it became neceBBal'Y to amputate the 
arm at the joint, when it appeared that the artery had been tom 
acroas just below the origin of the subscapular. The patient has 
done remarkably well, and is now in a fair way of recovery. I 
never had to do with a more anxious case. Poor Jameson has 
been very ill-obstruction of the bowels, but is now out of dan­
ger. You have doubtless heard of Mackintosh's death. What 
an unsatisfactory life his has been' I am told that an obligation 
which he had undertaken to deliver a course of popular lectures 
on Physiology kept him in a state of painful excitement. With 
all his faults, he will be missed in the present imperfect state of 
medical instruction here. I wish Christison could be got into 
Rome's place. Abercrombie, I fear, will never make up his 
mind to the undertaking: You are well off in being counected 
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with a young and thriving school; and if it were not for the 
pmctice, I should sometimes feel rather gloomy. 
All the people here are well, and unite with me in best regards. 

" J A1IE8 Snm." 

In 1837 he thus writes to Dr. Sharpey:-

" 9 Charlotte Square, 8th October 1837. 
" My dear Sharpey - It occurred to some of my friends 

that the Queen should have the benefit of my services in Sur­
gery. Sir James· entered very keenly into this, and the Lord 
Advocate made application for me iIi. the proper quarter. It is 
not improbable that Dr. Clark may be consulted in regard to 
this appointment, and having no acquaintance with him, while 
Ballingall, I suspect, has been courting his good graces, I feel 
anxious that he should know how the land lies here. Ballin­
gall certainly does not occupy the position that would entitle 
him to the honour in question. For my own part I don't care 
much for such distinctions, but should not wish to be passed over. 

" In these circumstances, it would be doing me a great favour 
to put Dr. Clark on his guard against hastily deciding from his 
own personal knowledge of the parties. If you can and will do 
this for me, don't lose a day. 

" From your not writing I really sometimes fear that you are 
still thinking of the Pathology. Much as I dislike the whole 
affair, I should dislike it still more if I thought it could possibly 
lead to any difference between us further than the difference of 
opinion which has always existed. If you are dissatisfied witli 
anything that I have said or done, you should say so; and if not, 
put an end to this portentous silence, which is equally un­
natural and unpleasant. David (from Arbroath) has been here 
for the last week reposing from his labours. D. Stevenson has 
come to spend the winter on account of his wife's health. 

" I am in the press-a treatise on Disease of the Rectum--and 
miss your critical castigation. As the best substitute for it, got 
Scott and Christison to look over the proof-sheets, but they let 

• Gibson ·Craig. 
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me off much more easily than you used to do. We 
are all well here, and are now an united family, the outposts 
being recalled. Do you recollect --'s appearance when he 
came out of the wated J.UlES Snnc." 

" 9 Charlotte Square, 8th November 1837. 
"My dear Sharpey-The Lord Advocate has heard from 

Clark that his delay as to the Queen's medical staff here pro­
ceeds from not knowing the Advocate's wishes on the subject. 
The former must be oblivious of the letter from his Lordship to 
me which you showed him, and which was intended to give him 
this information. Another letter was sent off yesterday, 80 the 
matter will probably soon be alTlUlged now; and I therefore 
beg that you will spare half-an-hour on Friday or Saturday nut 
to assist the baronet with your local knowledge. 

" The College of Surgeons have purchased the obstetrical part 
of Mackintosh's museum, including Charles Bell's preparations, 
and the additions made to them, for .£400. . 

"JAKES SYlIE." 

" Charlotte Square, Saturday, 25th Nov. 1837. 
"My dear Sharpey-I am sorry and ashamed to trouble you 

any more about this appointment to the Queen's staff. Sir 
James (Gibson-Craig) says that he hears from the Advocate the ap­
pointments will be very limited unless great in1I.uence is used, and 
urges me to use all the influence in my power. Believing that 
you have much to say with Clark, I therefore beg to sharpen 
your attention to what may be going on. My book on the 
"Rectum" is out. rll send you a copy next week. It is very 
creditable to our friend Stark. if. • • • • • • 

. • • • The students (medical) are within twenty 
of what they were last winter, and the difference is diminishing. 
Christison's class is precisely the same. Mine is at least a third 
better. There is now a marked change in the importance attri­
buted to Clinical Surgery, and I am quite ready for the free­
trade system whenever you metropolitan gentlemen open your 
shop. JAKES SYHE." 

'" The printer. 
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This matter, about which he seems to have been 
somewhat anxious, was settled by his receiving the 
usual documents from the Lord Chamberlain requesting 
her Majesty's Usher in daily waiting to swear in James 
Syme, Esq., to the office of Surgeon in Ordinary to the 
Queen for Scotland. He was accordingly duly sworn, 
and admitted on the 3d day of March 1838. 

The year 1840 is memorable for his recouciliation 
with Liston. We have already referred to the lingering 
fondness he had for his old friend; and Liston's gene­
rous heart forgot in time and at a distance the animosi­
ties which had occurred between them. Anxious to 
erase from his memory any ill feeling, and to recognise 
the prestige of the great Scottish surgeon, he indited 
the following letter :-

" Royal College of Surgeons, London, 
" 12 Old Burlington Street, 

"Dec. 19, 1839. 

" Dear Syme-It is long since I addressed you, but finding 
our friend Willis in the act of writing, I could not resist the 
temptation of saying a few words, with the view of bringing 
about a reconciliation. This ought not to be difficult now; for 
myself, I can say that I have no angry feelings towards you, and 
you ought not to have any hostile feelings towards me. I have 
long thought of 'having our differences adjusted, and I trust you 
will not throw any obstacle in the way. You broke the ice 
once, but in rather a roughish way. Excuse me for alluding to 
that affair.'" Will you allow me to send you a copy of my last 

* The matter referred to here was the interference of an 
anonymous correspondent of the Lancet, regarding the chair of 
Clinical Surgery in the University of Edinburgh, which has 
been noted elsewhere. 

1 
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hook 7 Write and tell me that you wish to have our grievances 
and sores not plastered up, but :firmly cicatrised; there is a 
surgical figure for you.-Be1ieve me, yours faithfully, 

" James Syme, Esq. " RoBERT LISTON." 

"I am not so bad as you believe me to be." 

What reply Mr. Syme made to this letter is not known, 
but from what afterwards happened, there can be no 
doubt that the hand of friendship held out by Liston 
was readily grasped by him, and that much correspond­
ence of the most genial character passed between them. 

An incident of a curious nature, but one which 
turned out most happily, occurred about the beginning 
of the year 1841. The London post brought a letter one 
morning, addressed to Mr. Syme's brother, making very 
particular inquiries after the family of the late Mr. 
John Syme of Cartmore, and asking whether any of 
them were alive. He replied in due course that he 
and his brother James, then Professor of Clinical 
Surgery in the University of Edinburgh, were the 
only descendants of John Syme. No further letter 
was received, and matters remained in this state and 
without further explanation, when Mr. Syme received 
a note or message to visit a gentleman of his own 
name then resident in one of the Edinburgh hotels. 
The visit was paid in the course of the forenoon, and, 
instead of finding a patient, he had the satisfaction 

. of being introduced to his father's brother, an infirm 
gentleman, who had but recently returned from India, * 
and being an unmarried man, and without family, was 

",. He had been a wine-merchant in Calcutta, and bad 
amassed a large fortune. 
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anxious to learn whether or not any of his brother's 
children were still alive. With this view he got hold, 
when in London, of an Edinburgh Directory, and there 
discovered the name of David Syme, advocate, to whom 
he wrote for information. 

The visit was a peculiar one. Mr. Syme found a 
frail and eccentric old man, who had lived much alone, 
and who did not desire more than to know his relations, 
and where to find them. It is said by some that, at 
this interview, Mr. Syme was told of his uncle's 
peculiarities, and that, in the event of his wishing to 
see him at any time, he would send for him. Others 
aver that his uncle took a house in the neighbourhood 
of Edinburgh, and that Mr. Syme, anxious to show him 
some attention, took his wife with him one day to call, 
but that the reception was cold and formal, and sufficient 
to show to a man who knew anything of the world that 
nothing was to be gained by such acts of courtesy or 
kindness to one whose peculiar eccentricity was so 
marked. 

Mr. Syme prudently took the hint, and troubled his 
uncle no more with friendly visits; but it was not 
long before he was summoned to see him profession­
ally. His ailments proved to be not of a surgical, but 
of a medical, nature, and Mr. Syme naturally suggested 
that he should bring his friend Dr. Christison, or any 
other physician, as his case was not of the nature of 
those he was in the habit of treating. To this, how­
ever, he would not listen. He wished nobody to attend 
him but his nephew. Sir R. Christison has often told 
how anxious Mr. Syme was on this point, feeling, as 














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































