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Preface

The use of drugs for medicinal or ritual purposes extends back into the mists
of antiquity. The scientific study of drugs, however, may be traced back to the
pioneers of experimental medicine of the middle nineteenth century, Magendie,
Bernard, Bucheim and Schmiedeberg. This marked the dawn of pharmacology
as a discipline, the scientific study of the mechanisms of drug action. The drugs
which were first subjected to scientific investigation, though, were, to a large
extent, those which had long been known to exist by native populations. The
introduction of synthetic compounds in the twentieth century, while revolu-
tionizing therapeutics, was also a direct result of the structural analysis of well-
known folk remedies. Thus, while pharmacology as a scientific discipline is
relatively new, its foundations were built on the accumulated knowledge of
previous centuries.

The use of drugs in antiquity and folk remedies has been an essential ingre-
dient of all important histories of medicine. However, the more recent scientific
development of drugs has either been considered too modern to be history or
too scientific to be discussed in relation to medicine. This is a sad state of affairs
since the history of pharmacology, both ancient and modern, is strewn with in-
teresting stories of accidental discoveries, fortunate coincidences and
perseverent scientific detective work. How often do we go to the pharmacist to
obtain a prescription not realising that the bottle of pills we obtain represents
the end product of a chain of discovery and patient hard work?

The existence of this first volume of Discoveries in Pharmacology, itself, is
the direct result of a casual conversation over a cup of coffee from a university
coffee machine! We were both fascinated by the often surprising means by
which pharmacological discoveries have been made and regretted that no com-
prehensive study of this field has been made. Two readable monographs on this
topic have appeared. Readings in Pharmacology by Holmstedt and Liljestrand
(reprinted by Raven Press, New York, 1981) provides a series of annotated
quotations from different sources which highlight important drug discoveries
and offers interesting biographical information on the scientists who have helped
to develop pharmacology. A History of Pharmacology up to the Twentieth Cen-
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tury by the late Chauncey D. Leake covers in a scholarly and readable manner
the development of pharmacology until its rapid growth and maturity as a
science during the twentieth century. It is this rapid growth over the last 50 — 70
years which now makes a comprehensive history of pharmacology an interesting
proposition. Most of the scientists who were involved in the early discoveries in
the various fields of pharmacology are still alive and are thus able to provide
a personal perspective on these discoveries, as well as giving interesting anec-
dotes, aspects which no objective historian is able to cover. Of course, in some
- fields, such as general anaesthesia, all the major discoveries were made too long
ago for any living person to offer any personal recollections. Such topics are
dealt with here by authors with expert knowledge of this early work. Indeed, we
have been fortunate enough to obtain the co-operation of a star-studded group
of authors, acknowledged experts in their fields, who have brought to this
volume the personal, human touch which we believe is essential to a true
understanding of the means by which pharmacological discoveries are made.

In planning this series of monographs we have sought to be as comprehensive
as possible, covering most major fields of pharmacology. However, each author
has had freedom to write as he wishes. This has inevitably meant that some
chapters have been slanted in a particular direction. Thus, on the one hand,
some topics have intruded into two or more chapters, while, on the other hand,
some topics have slipped through the net. While we cannot, therefore, guarantee
that everyone will find in this series everything he would like to find, we offer
this work as an introduction to the intriguing, surprising, sometimes com-
plicated, but rarely boring history of pharmacology. .

For the preparation of this first volume, we gratefully acknowledge the time
and effort given by all the contributing authors. Mr. James Drake of Elsevier
has continued to offer good advice as well as showing patience with the in-
evitable delays which arise with such a multi-authored monograph. Finally we
thank Miss Sylvia Griebling for coping with the mass of correspondence needed
to bring this work to fruition.

MICHAEL J. PARNHAM
JACQUES BRUINVELS
June, 1982
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* This article is dedicated to the memory of the late Pavel Stern, onetime Professor of Phar-
macology in Sarajevo. He was a pioneer researcher into the role of substance P in the brain. Those
who knew him will agree with me that Pavel was not only a warm hearted person, but also had
a great sense of humour, and used to pour out anecdotes in abundance. He could have written this
article much better than the present author.



‘Si no é vero, é molto ben travato’
Italian proverb

1. INTRODUCTION

The main scope of this article is to entertain rather than to present documented
historical information on some of the developments and discoveries in phar-
macology. I shall try to provide the reader with a somewhat loosely connected
collection of partially anecdotal oddities, which, actually or seemingly, have
contributed to the present state of the art in pharmacology. The above motto
means, according to my own (rough) translation, ‘even an untrue event may be
very pertinent’. I should be rather reluctant to recommend this principle as a
guideline for (young) scientists who are engaged in writing a research paper.
However, at the outset of the present article, I felt that this motto would serve
well to indicate that some of the ‘stories’ which I intend to recount, while not
being (entirely) true, are such that they could have been true. Several of these
stories I have drawn from the literature, where occasionally I found more than
one version of the same event. For the purpose of the present article, I have in
some cases deliberately chosen the more colourful and, for that matter, possibly
less authentic version. I shall also pass on certain anecdotal versions, which I
never read, but only learned by hear-say from colleagues whom I came across
during my long occupation with pharmacology. Such anecdotes are not only
amusing, but have the additional value that they charcterize in a very telling
way, a person or a certain situation. In the latter context, I am occasionally im-
pressed by the fact that some of the very important earlier discoveries in phar-
macology (or in any other area of the life sciences) were made under experimen-
tal conditions which would not withstand the rigorous requirements presently
stipulated by research grant-awarding agencies. Funds are usually distributed to
‘promising’ and very well planned programmes. But wholly original, initial
observations are not usually planned in advance. Yet such observations form the
basis of the majority of premeditated research projects. In further conjecturing
on grant awards, I am inclined to believe that subsidized research provides
developments rather than discoveries. Since, however, developments require
teamwork, in contrast to discoveries, which are usually made by individuals,
this fact emphasizes further the value of stories about such individuals.
When the editors asked me to contribute to this volume, I consented because
I felt that writing this article would be an enjoyable task. However, I
underestimated one particular difficulty with which I would be faced: my
thesaurus in English is far too limited to point out colourfully the gist of the
kind of stories I had in mind, originating from non-English-speaking countries.
To illustrate my problem, let me tell a non-pharmacological anecdote. I read it
in the literary memoirs of the Viennese fiction writer Frederic Torberg, a close



friend of the Hungarian playwright Francis Molnér, whose comedies at one time
led to queues at box offices not only in Budapest but in Broadway theatres as
well. The Nazi regime compelled both writers to escape from their native coun-
tries. After already having lived for some time in New York, the two friends
chatted (in German) about the emigrant’s main difficulty, the barrier of
language. Torberg complained that sometimes the limitations of the English
language were, for him, such that he was forced to say what he coul/d rather
what he wanted to. Having sadly agreed, Molndr’s anwer was: ‘Indeed, it hap-
pened to me occasionally that halfway through a sentence I had to reverse my
ideology’. My own linguistic difficulties have never gone so far, at least not
when drafting a research paper: a table or a diagram would always demonstrate
that a phenomenon, possibly emerging from my confused text as an increase,
was in reality a decrease. Tables or diagrams would even unmask my deliberate
efforts in the discussion to attach opposite interpretations to an observation.
But now with this article, to which I committed myself inconsiderately, there is
neither a table nor a graph which would substitute for my lack of eloquence in
English. To start with, I am hardly capable of reflecting in translation the pro-
found truism of the pun, which by changing one single letter in the Hungarian
term for pharmacology, reverses the meaning of this word from the science of
drugs to the science of dung!

Since this article is, anyway, somewhat unconventional, both in scope and
style, I felt it appropriate not to complicate the matter with the conventional
way of indicating the references directly in the text. Instead, I provide the reader
with a list of books or articles which served me as sources of verifiable informa-
tion. For the benefit of the reader, I wish to add that some of the listed sources
are considerably more amusing than this article.

2. INTERACTIONS BETWEEN FOLKLORE AND DRUGLORE

Folklore is as old as mankind and so is druglore. Episodes related to drugs have
played a prominent role both in true folklore and in epic poems derived from
folklore, as well as in all kinds of religious scripts. According to Sir William
Osler’s classic saying ‘. . . man has an inborn craving for medicine. . . and the
desire to take medicine is one feature which distinguishes man the animal from
his fellow creatures’. But it is probable that, since drugs are in fact useful
poisons, our ancestors’ preoccupation with the toxic aspects of chemicals took
them in the opposite direction to that followed by the safety-conscious modern
governmental health authorities. Acquisition of food obviously meant hunting
and this, in prehistoric society, was a matter of survival. Accordingly, the use
of arrow poisons could well be seen as the cradle of pharmacology, while the
medical use of drugs was, at that period, likely to have been of minor impor-
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tance. The pathway from the Amazonian tribes’ arrow heads, through Claude
Bernard’s classic experiments with curare, to the steroidal muscle relaxant pan-
curonium, it told elsewhere in this book (Chapter 4). Somewhat less known is
the episode which took place 15 years before Sir Thomas Fraser’s discovery of
the digitalis-like action of the African arrow poison obtained from the seeds of
Strophanthus hispidus. In 1865, during the African journey of David Liv-
ingstone, the famous Scottish missionary, a member of the expedition, a certain
Mr. Kirk, heard from the natives that their teeth were kept in good shape
because they were rubbed with the powdered seeds of the plant which they also
used to decoct their arrow poison. Led by the desire to conserve his own teeth,
Kirk put some of the powder on his tooth brush and, a short while after, noticed
marked bradycardia as a side effect of his oral sanitation excercise. Kirk decided
that the benefit-risk ratio for his own dental and cardiac conditions did not war-
rant this practice, which he thus abandoned, though telling Livingstone about
his experience. The Strophanthus-derived arrow poison was included in Liv-
ingstone’s report, obviously read by Frazer. The above version I read in a
booklet edited by the producers of a toothpaste. This company boasted of the
safe use of their product by saying that cardiac patients would now not enjoy
the beneficial action of ouabain if Kirk had had access to the company’s
toothpaste! As with many other ‘if . . .” references to historical anecdotes, there
is no way to prove or disprove the authenticity of this story. But this means of
advertising is a peculiarity of our times, a paradoxical negative statement on a
milestone medical discovery being used to remove the fear of the public from
side effects of a cosmetic product.

When skilled use of poisoned arrows yielded an abundance of food, disorders
of bowel function, both negative and positive, must have frequently been the
consequence. Many of the purgatives (aloes, manna, senna, prunes etc.) and
anti-diarrhoeals (tannin and some other bark extracts) still used today can be
traced back to prehistoric druglore among the various tribes clustering around
the Mediterranean basin and other centres of growing culture. However, lax-
atives, now only used for medical purposes, were, in prehistoric times, probably
also used for ritualistic purging by certain tribes. The two-fold, physical and
mystical, meaning of catharsis in Greek mythology is a semantic relic reflecting
the habit of using purgatives for ritual purposes. This dual use of purgatives is
also reflected in the Bible: the Jewish priests used Ayssop for the sacred ritual
of sprinkling, whereas its recommendation as a cathartic agent is found in
Psalm 51: ‘Purge me with hyssop and I shall be clean’. Because decayed hyssop
was the natural culture medium on which the growth of the mold Penicillium
notatum was first recognized (by Westling, a Swedish chemist), Sir Alexander
Fleming suggested that through hyssop the Bible makes (indirect) mention of
penicillin.

The social habit of ritual purging has long since been abandoned. However,



