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HENRY PICKERING BOWDITCH 

DR. BOWDITCH was one of the foremost lead
ers in the scientific development of America. 
In the establishment of university laboratories 
for research he was a pioneer and for forty 
years he exerted a wide and profound influ
ence upon the progress of physiology, of med
ical science and of university education. It 
was the man himself which counted, for upon 
every one his sincerity, his absolute single
mindedness, his intellectual power and his 
genial spirit made a lasting ~mpression, and 
created confidence in hiIP- :-~;~·-

Bowditch was born April 4, 1840, at Boston. 
He descended from the best New England 
stock. Nathaniel Bowditch, the mathema
tician, well known to all navigators, was his 
grandfather. His father was a successful 
business man, who bought a large estate at 
Jamaica Plain, upon a beautiful hill, which 
has a commanding view both of Boston and 
of the country for many miles around. This 
hill is intimately associated with Dr. Bow
ditch in the thought of all who knew him, for 
he continued as one of a large family colony 
to dwell on it until his death. 

He entered Harvard College, graduated in 
1861, and entered the Lawrence Scientific 
School, but in November 0£ that year he vol
unteered and became a second lieutenant in 
the First Massachusetts Cavalry. His regi
ment went south in January, 1862, and from 
that time until the close of the civil war he 
was almost continually in active service. He 
resigned June 3, 1865, being then major 0£ the 
Fifth Massachusetts Cavalry. He reentered 
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the scientific school, and passed from there to 

the Harvard Medical School, from which he 

received the degree of M.D. in 1868. He fre

quently referred with gratitude to the influ

ence of Jeffries Wyman upon his own scien

tific development. 
With the approval and encouragement of 

his father he decided to devote himself to a 

scientific career, and as it was impossible to 

obtain satisfactory training in medical science 

at that time in this country, he went to 

Europe to study in Paris, Bonn and Leipzig. 

At the latter place he worked under Carl 

Ludwig, of whom he always spoke with rever

ence l3,nd affection. The great master found 

an apt pupil in the young American, and the 

pupil rapidly became a master himself. Bow

ditch had remarkable mechanical talents. 

Ludwig was wont to tell how Bowditch ar

rived in the lab--:rntory when the kymograph

ion invented by Ludwig was beginning to be 

used, and the automatic record showed only 

the movement of the muscle or heart, the time 

of stimulation being marked by hand. Bow

ditch immediately set to work and produced 

the devices £or recording the actual time and 

the duration of the stimulus automatically. 

Many valuable ideas are simple, like Bow

ditch's invention, and after they have been 

produced appear obvious and invaluable, but 

in reality lucid simplicity is one of the essen

tial characteristics of a superior intellect. 

Bowditch was endowed with this quality in a 

high degree, and it showed itself throughout 

his life in the perfection with which he worked 

out the problems he had to deal with. In 

Ludwig's laboratory he carried through his 

researches on the heart, which were of funda

mental importance and therefore rank among 

the cherished classics of physiology. 
He remained abroad until 1871, returning 

to Boston in September of that year to become 

assistant professor of physiology at the IIar-
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vard Medical School. Up to 1871 Dr. Oliver 
Wendell Holmes had lectured on anatomy and 
physiology, thereafter the professorship was 
divided. Holmes restricted himself to anat
omy. Physiology was assigned to Bowditch. 
In 1876 he was made full professor. In 1906 
he resigned his position owing to failing 
health, and was made professor emeritus. He 
met the increasing limitations of his illness 
with perfect courage. Courage was one factor 
of his power over others. Death came quietly 
on March thirteenth last. 

The Harvard Physiological Laboratory was 
the first modern laboratory for instruction and 
research in the medical sciences to be founded 
in America. It was wonderfully equipped for 
the period of its foundation, for Bowditch put 
into the laboratory the large supply of appa
ratus, his personal property, which he had 
brought back from Europe. He at once began 
a course of lectures in physiology, which ex
celled so enormously anything which had ever 
been presented in America, that the effect was 
instantaneous. The consequences were revo
lutionary, for his work at Harvard initiated 
the creation of the new medical standards. 
The present writer was his first research pupil 
and recalls vividly the revelation opened by 
admission to the new laboratory. 

During thirty-five years Bowditch was an. 
efficient leader in the development of the Har
vard Medical School, in the advancement of 
physiology and other medical sciences in the 
United States, and he found time besides to 
promote energetically many causes of civic 
betterment. Very few men have contributed 
so much as he to the elevation of medical 
education. He stood for the highest ideals of 
progress and maintained always that the old
fashioned " practical " physicians must be 
replaced by men scientifically trained and 
animated by the scientific spirit. For this 
principle he carried on a long campaign. In 
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the face of opposition and much early di::3cour
agement he kept steadily at this great task, 
and had the satisfaction in the end of seeing 
his cause triumphant. The superiority of the 
laboratories abroad, especially in Germany a 
generation since, made a profound impressjon 
on American students. Bowditch was one of 
a group of young physicians who strove suc
cessfully to found at Harvard laboratories 
modelled on those of Germany. The result of 
their efforts was the medical school building 
on Boylston Street, which, when it was dedi
cated in 1883 was easily the best for its pur
poses in America. From the time of the open
ing of this building until 1893 Bowditch acted 
as dean of the medical school, and during this 
period the school improved with unparalleled 
rapidity largely owing to his personal influ
ence. He was a man who had visions of bet
ter conditions, and worked to make them reali
ties. It was his vision which first conceived 
a second new medical school on a magnificent 
scale of equipment, and it was mainly by his 
persuasion that the Harvard authorities agreed 
to attempt to carry out the plan. He threw 
himself with characteristic ardor into the 
work. Together with Dr. John Collins War
ren and others he labored, and the magnificent 
laboratories, opened in 1906, which the school 
now possesses, commemorate his devotion and 
success. With the completion of the cluster 
of five hospitals at present under actual con
struction or soon to be begun, which will sur
round the laboratories, Bowditch's dream will 
be fulfilled. Fortunately he lived to know 
that this fulfilment was assured, though he 
could not see it completed. 

Outside causes, sometimes professional, 
sometimes civic, often appealed to him. Thus 
he was one of the principal founders of the 
American P hysiological Society, to the affairs 
of which, as of the National Academy and 
other scientific associations, including the 
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International Physiological Triennial Con
gresses, he gave of his time generously and 
always helpfully. With a small group of col
leagues in Boston he took up psychical re
search, and aided in founding and for several 
years in managing the American society. His 
open-mindedness was shown in this matter 
and was characteristic, but his experience 
finally rendered him extremely skeptical as to 
the reality of telepathy and other alleged psy
chical phenomena. He was a trustee of the 
Elizabeth Thompson Science Fund from its 
foundation in 1886 until 1906. Much of the 
credit of the success of that fund belongs to 
him. In Boston he served several years on 
the school committee, and also as a trustee of 
the Public Library. Whatever he undertook 
he tried to do well and with such complete 
singleness of purpose that every one with 
whom he was thrown in contact instinctively 
trusted him. 

The manifold activities, which have been 
referred to, encroached upon his time, and in 
later years he occasionally asked a friend 
whether his life would not have been of 
greater service, if he had devoted himself ex
clusively to experimental physiology. His 
success in more extended research would have 
been great, for in all his actual researches he 
was eminently successful. Thus, his work on 
the growth of children remains still the best 
on the subject. His investigations on the in
defatigability of nerves, on the knee-jerk, on 
ciliary motion and other subjects are impor
tant and are also models both of thoroughness 
of experimentation and of clearness of pre
sentation. Nevertheless, one must reply to 
Bowditch's own question that his life was well 
and wisely spent, as measured by the value of 
his services to the general welfare. In view 
of his great efficiency in promoting not only 
physiology but science in general and in ele
vating medical teaching, we must admire with 
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grateful appreciation his career, which has 

been a powerful factor in the advance of re

search and education in America. 
His own researches only partially indicate 

his range and efficiency as an investigator, to 

measure which fully one must know the work 

of William James, Stanley Hall, Southard, 

Lombard, Porter, Cannon and many others, 

who worked in his laboratory. 
He received many tokens, both personal and 

official, of the high esteem in which he was 

held. He was an honorary member of nu

merous scientific bodies, and received hon

orary degrees from Edinburgh, Cambridge 

(England), Toronto, the University of Penn

sylvania and his own Harvard. 
Dr. Bowditch married Miss Knauth in 1871. 

She was the daughter of a Leipzig banker, 

whose house was the center of delightful hos

pitality to many Americans, studying at Leip

zig. He found great happiness in his home 

life, in his children and grandchildren, and 

also in the numerous friends, whom he at

tached not only by his unusual abilities but 

by his personal charm. He was social by 

nature, keenly humorous, warm and faithful 

in his attachments, full of the zest of life. 

He was profoundly modest and seemed never 

to know how hi~h his abilites were estimated 

by others. He never quarrelled, but was for 

every good cau e he championed a good 

fighter. Perhaps his most distinguishing 

trait was his remarkable combination of keen 

practical sense in the use of means with en

thusiasm in the pursuit of ideal aims. With 

all his buoyant vitality, with all his eager 

interest in men and affairs, he was essentially 

an idealist, who won the love and admiration 

of many friends both in Europe and America. 
C. S. MINOT 












