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BY PERCIVAL BAILEY

SILAS WEIR MITCHELL was born in Philadelphia on February 15,
1829. His father, John Kearsley Mitchell, was the son of a

Scotch immigrant and his mother, Sarah Matilda Henry, was the
daughter of a prosperous merchant with wealthy relatives in Eng-
land who were later of great assistance to the family.

John Kearsley Mitchell was a physician with a successful practice
and, as was customary in those days, if one wanted to be considered
a leader in the profession, taught chemistry in the Philadelphia Medi-
cal Institute. He made some creditable contributions to osmosis and
to the liquification and solidification of carbonic acid, and wrote an
original dissertation on the neurotic spinal atrophies. He wrote
poetry, some of which was praised by Edgar Allan Poe, and was
much addicted to literary societies. He was also very fond of the out
of doors. A cheerful, sociable person, he was universally liked. He
drove himself unmercifully at his varied interests; his health failed
early, and he died in 1858, just as Weir was trying to establish him-
self in practice.

Weir was the third of nine children, a noisy turbulent crew, who
entered into all the activities of their father and became easily ac-
customed to the distinguished guests who frequented their home.
They were very fond of their father, who could still their noise with
a word.

A lanky, lackadaisical boy, dreamy and, later, diffident, Weir was
usually to be found lying on his stomach reading anything that came
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into his hands, but mostly fiction. His mother finally burned the
Arabian Nights from despair that he would ever study as long as
he could gain access to it. He was usually in trouble at the various
schools which he attended. The masters in those days were rather
brutal, and Weir tells how, years afterward, he could never meet one
of them without terror. This life continued until he was sixteen,
when he began to spit blood. His father then purchased a boat for
him and encouraged him to spend more time out of doors.

Weir was slow in deciding on a vocation. His father suggested that
he enter the mercantile life. His mother's cousin, a merchant in
Manchester, England, proposed to take him into his firm and make
him his heir, but died before the plan could be carried out. At last
Weir decided to be a doctor, much to the disgust of his father, who
remarked that he had brains enough but no industry. The outlook
was not bright. After he had acquired the boat, he used to lie in it for
hours, dreaming and writing poetry and tales.

Having made up his mind, he entered Jefferson Medical College.
It was very hard for him, since he had not learned to study. He used
to fall asleep over the bones and had to drink much strong coffee in
order to keep awake. Moreover, he loathed blood and fainted re-
peatedly at operations. He fell severely ill of jaundice and it was four
years before he completed his medical studies, in 1850.

Meanwhile, the only subject which had interested him was physi-
ology. He made up his mind to obtain a chair in one of the medical
schools. Always rather smug and self-satisfied, he found it a great
blow when he failed to obtain the post he coveted, in spite of his
abilities, accomplishments, and undoubted political skill.

Although his father's health was failing, it was possible for Weir,
with financial assistance from his mother's cousin, to go abroad for
further study. After a brief stay in London he went on to Paris, then
the Mecca of American physicians. Here he came under the spell of
Claude Bernard, who made a remark which greatly influenced his
later career. Weir had said that he thought something must be so.



336 BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS

"Why think," replied Bernard, "when you can experiment ? Exhaust
experiment and then think."

As soon as he entered the wards of the hospital, he caught small-
pox and was very ill. His older sister Elizabeth came to Paris and
took him on a trip to Italy to recuperate. His request to resume his
interrupted studies in Paris was refused because of his father's decline
in health, and he was obliged to return home and help his father
with his practice. Although his father wanted him to become a
surgeon, and Weir had taken courses in that subject in Paris, he
found it distasteful and turned to internal medicine. He wanted to
become an interne at the Pennsylvania Hospital, but was never ac-
cepted because his father had some dispute with the Trustees. He did
some teaching, but was a poor lecturer. He applied for the chair of
physiology at Jefferson, but failed to obtain it.

His talents and interests had been turned by Bernard toward
experimentation, his principal interests being in the field of toxicol-
ogy. When lecturing in the summer school on animal poisons, he
had been intrigued by a remark of one of his auditors, W. A. Ham-
mond, later Surgeon General of the Army, concerning an antidote
for snake bite which he had heard of in Texas. While he was turning
this over in his mind, a man came to his door with some rattlesnakes
which he wished to sell. He immediately launched, with the assist-
ance of Hammond and the advice of Edward T. Reichert, Professor
of Physiology in the University of Pennsylvania, upon a long experi-
mental study of snake venom, which taxed his strength and resources
to their limits, since heavy family burdens had fallen onto his
shoulders at the death of his father after a series of strokes. Their
combined practice dropped off to a third of its former volume and
picked up slowly. Fortunately, his English relatives came to his aid
again and made a substantial allowance to the family for several
years. This allowed him to marry Mary Middleton Elwyn, but for
many years the burden which he carried was very heavy. Neverthe-
less, he tenaciously carried on his experimental studies, in spite of
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the advice of his colleagues that a reputation as a scientist would
harm his practice.

Busy with his experiments, his teaching, his practice, and his
family responsibilities, the years passed by until 1862. His reputation
grew. He was made an honorary corresponding member of the
British Medical Society. His researches on the venom of the rattle-
snake attracted much attention abroad, and Oliver Wendell Holmes
sent him a copy of Elsie Venner with the remark that it might in-
terest him because it was a little bit rattlesnaky. His responsibilities
had sobered him; he got his irascible temper under control; he de-
veloped an affability tempered by a certain austerity. He made many
friends—Hammond, Billings, Keen, Da Costa, Phillips Brooks—and
his life had begun to run in the smooth groove of a successful practi-
tioner when John Brown's Raid led him into an experience which
was to color his entire subsequent existence. About this time his wife
died of diphtheria and, although his mother and his sister Elizabeth
took over the care of his family, he was very lonely and plunged
desperately into the work of the army.

Because of his heavy family responsibilities, he did not become a
surgeon with the army, but took charge of the Turner's Lane Mili-
tary Hospital near Philadelphia in which, because of his interest,
the Surgeon General concentrated all of the injuries of nerves. These
cases Weir studied assiduously with W. W. Keen and Morehouse.
Together with his growing practice, these clinical responsibilities
took all his time and energy. His experimental studies ceased, but he
interested a young Japanese physician named Noguchi in them and
continued to devote interest and financial support to the study of
animal poisons.

The results of this study of wounds of the peripheral nerves were
embodied in a monograph written with Keen and Morehouse, which
remained the classic on the subject until the First World War.
Mitchell wrote many other articles and pamphlets of permanent
value on his experiences with lesions of the nervous system, of which
might be mentioned his description of a painful syndrome which he
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named causalgia. These studies permanently altered the nature of
his medical practice. He became a consultant in nervous diseases, the
most eminent and probably the greatest that this country has pro-
duced. In the postwar period his reputation became world-wide; he
was made an honorary or corresponding member of many foreign
societies. He was happy with the respect of his colleagues and friends
until, in 1872, his mother died, followed two years later by his sister
Elizabeth. He could not tolerate the loneliness. In 1875 he married
Mary Cadwalader. She proved a perfect helpmate, and their daughter
added the patter of little feet to his household.

As his practice grew, he had a great number of patients who suf-
fered from "nerves" but had no organic lesions of their nervous
systems. In the rapid expansion of the economy following the war,
many patients, especially women, found themselves with much
money, but without the talents to find occupations for themselves.
Mitchell became very much interested in them and in what might be
done for them.

This led him into two lines of endeavor: serious scientific studies
of neurotic patients, and literary portrayals of their characters. From
boyhood he had been, like his father, interested in writing but, ex-
cept for anonymous poetry, had held this desire in check, on the
advice of his friends that a reputation as a writer would injure his
practice. Now he felt sufficiently secure to indulge openly in this
passion. The result was a series of seventeen novels which, whatever
their merit as literature, contain vivid pictures of pathological char-
acters. One of them, Hugh Wynne, Free Quaker, has for long been
considered the most accurate picture ever written of Philadelphia
at the time of the Revolution, and is standard reading in American
literature courses. Its historical accuracy has been abundantly proven.

For the understanding of neurotic patients, Weir Mitchell had
serious handicaps. He was a patrician, with all the prejudices and
inhibitions of that status in a Quaker environment. His studies give
the impression today of being quite superficial. However, for their
time they were useful. His rest cure became very popular throughout
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the world and his books Wear and Tear and Fat and Blood went
through many editions. His main contribution, perhaps, was to per-
suade physicians to give up treating these conditions with drugs.
He demonstrated that better results could be obtained by nonmedici-
nal treatments, such as rest, isolation, overfeeding, and massage. Of
course, he was accused of being a charlatan, especially since his prac-
tice increased by leaps and bounds.

In spite of criticism, Mitchell continued upon his way. His prestige,
coupled with a certain arrogance and lack of humor, enabled him
to get many tfiings done which were to the advantage of medicine.
He tangled with the Catholic Church, but was able to force the
sisters to wear suitable dress in the operating room. He harassed his
colleagues until he got a new building for the College of Physicians.
He was instrumental in establishing the Franklin Club. He served
for many years as a trustee of the University of Pennsylvania.

His literary pursuits brought him many friends—notably Oliver
Wendell Holmes, James Russell Lowell, and William Osier. He was
given honorary degrees by Harvard, Edinburgh, Princeton, and
Toronto. He was. commissioned to represent the Smithsonian Insti-
tution and the National Academy of Sciences (to which he had been
elected in 1865) at the Eight Hundredth Anniversary of the Uni-
versity of Bologna. His summers he spent at Little Boar's Head on
the Maine coast, with frequent fishing forays farther afield. Secure
in his fame, his practice, his family, and his friends, he reached
nearly the end of the nineteenth century when, in 1898, fate struck
him a heavy blow. His daughter died of the same disease which had
taken his first wife.

Mitchell continued to work, to write, and to live much as before,
but the zest of life was gone. He became somewhat irritable, dicta-
torial, and dogmatic. His trials were increased in 1906 when a large
trust company, of which he was a director, failed. To repair the
damage he pledged a large part of his fortune. He was much encour-
aged during this period by the faithfulness of his friends. Also, his
son, an able physician, remained by his side, refusing the offers of
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responsible positions elsewhere. Mitchell's eightieth birthday was
happily celebrated. More honors were showered upon him and then,
swiftly, came the end. He fell ill of influenza and died on January 4,
1914.

Knowing how deeply the tragedy of the Civil War had affected
him, one can only rejoice that he was spared the agony of the First
World War. With him passed a gracious epoch in the history of our
country, of which he is a principal ornament.
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