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IN MEMORIAM. 
DR. ROBERT FLETCHER. 

Doctor Robert Fletcher, for thirty-five years the principal [92] 

a sistant librarian of the Library of the urgeon General's 
Office, died in "\Yashington, _1_Tovember 6, 1912, in the ninetieth 
year of his age. The encl of such a long and useful life calls 
for more than passing notice, for to the great learning and 
accurate editorial work of Dr. Fletcher on the Index Catalogue 
and Index Medicus the medical profession of America and 
Europe is deeply indebted. 

Doctor Fletcher was born in Bristol, England, farch 6, 
1823, the son of an attorney and accountant of that city. He 
was educated at private schoo] in Bristol and read law with 
his father for two years before taking up the study of medicine 
at the Bristol Medical College and later at the London Hos
pital, of which he was the oldest living graduate. He became 
Licentiate of the Society of Apothecarie and member of the 
Royal College of Surgeons in 1844, married in 1843 Miss 
Hannah Howe of Bristol, and came to the United States in [931 
J 847, making his home in Cincinnati. 

At the outbreak of the Civil War Dr. Fletcher was commis
sioned as Surgeon in the 1st Ohio Infantry and was on active 
field service for two years. In 1863 he was made Surgeon U. . 
Yolunteers and assigned to the army of General George H. 
Thomas in the ..... T ashYille campaign. He was in charge of 
Hospital o. 7, Nashville, Tennessee, and subsequently med
ical purveyor at Nashville and Cincinnati where he wound up 
successfully the complicated affairs of a war-time purveying 
depot, receiving for "faithful and meritorious service during 
the War" the brevets of Lieutenant Colonel and Colonel. The 
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[93] War Department employed him in 1871 to assist in the prepa
ration of the two valuable volumes of "Medical and Anthro
pological Statistics" of the Provost ::\farshal General's Bureau, 
derived from the examination for military senice of over a 
million men. For this work Dr. Fletcher wrote the intro
ductory treatise on anthropometry, about the only thing of 
interest to the aeneral reader in this book, and ·which illus-o 
trates very well the extent of his information and his love for 
the historic and artistic aspects of medical science. 

The library of the Surgeon General's Office, an absurdly 
small and insignificant collection of books in 1861, had 
increased during the war to about 1700 volumes. In 1865 Dr. 
John S. Billings, then Assistant Surgeon, U. S. Army, wa put 
in charge and began to develop what is now perhaps the largest 
and best known medical library in the world, a monument to 
the energy and forethought of its founder. As the library 
rapidly increased in size and importane;.e, Dr. Billings prepared 
the plan of the present Index Catalogue in which under a 
single alphabet and in dictionary order a combined index of 
authors and subjecfa appears. The "specimen fasciculus" 
of the proposed catalogue was printed in 1876 and submitted 
to libraries and bibliographers for comment and suggestions. 
Soon after its appearance the services of Dr. Fletcher were 
secured as principal assistant to Dr. Billings in the work of 
preparing and printing the Index Catalogue of which the first 
volume was publi hed in 1880. From that time to the past 
year (1912) a volume has appeared annually, and the first 
series A to Z having been completed in 1895, the second serie. 
now reaches the letter rr. On these 33 massi-rn quartos averag
ing nearly 900 pages to a volume and containing to date 
327,000 author titles and 1,333,079 ubject titles of book&, 
pamphlets and original papers in periodicals, Dr. Fletcher 
labored to within a few weeks of his death, supervising, proof 
reading, and correcting with tireless patience and extraordi
nary accuracy. Uuch original work of a high order is called 
for in the grouping and subdiYision of the subject matter of 
the Index Catalogue, requiring a vast amount of information 
which must be kept abreast of the times by constant study. 
The almost revolutionary changes in medicine and surgery 
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and th e,·nlution of many pecialties which characterized the (93] 
la~t years of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the 
twentieth, fcund Dr. Fletcher already an old man, but to the 
last he constantl:· added to hit; great tore of knowledge and 
hi ~ fine intellect a~ readily appreciated the latest medical paper 
of real value a~ the venerable volume of the old ma ter of 
medicine in whfrh his bibliophile's heart delighted. 

The Index ::Uedicu,, a monthl:· publication ba, etl upon the 
card catalogue of the Library of the Surgeon General's Office, 
and which :upplement the Index Catalogue by bringing to 
the public notice the current medical literature before it can 
be reached in alphabetical order, wa begun in 187!) with 
Dr. Billing~ and Dr. Flekher a, co-editor , and ran until 1 99 
when the publication ceased. It wa rcviYed in 1903 uncler 
the au pices of the Carnecrie In titution with Dr. Fletcher as 
editor-in-chief until hi re ignation in the early part of 1912 . 

... way from his editorial work Dr. Fletcher found fone for 
rnany social and literary intere. ts. He wa ,.ometime presi
dent of the nthropological, the Philo"ophical and the Lit
erary 'ociety of Wa hington and the pre ident of the Cosmos 

lub. He lectured on medical juri, prudence at the olumbia 
TTniY rsity of Wa~hington, 18 4-1888, and at the John Hop-
kins l'"niY 'r:--it>·, 1 D7-190:3. In. pite of, or perhap on account (94] 
of, hi tireles::i editorial re ·earch he wa led to pur ue some of 
the ~idc path~ in medicine of ..,pecial interest to him, and a.-, 
n re~ult he produced man:· ori crinal e . ay.· on anthropology, 
early juri prudence and medical lore, a:: known to the old 
po-cb_, tlramati:-:t::; and. artists. In hi: writing:-:, he i , alway
mastcr of hi:-:: uhjcct_, clear and implc in tyle and with a 
certain quiet lrnmor which i mo t attractive. 

A complete li"t of his literary production will soon appear 
in the Inclcx )fodicu , the Ja._t essay "On ~ome Disea CR Bear
ing the ~ ~ames of aints" having b en published after hi 
<leath in the December number of the Bristol )Ieclico-Chirurgi
cal .Journal precedetl by a graceful "In ::\Icmoriam" by 'ir 
William O ·ler, ~ friend of many year,. tancling. 

Dodor .Fletcher was a han<li-iome oldierly man, dignified 
and courtly in manner. He aL~o po s >.: ed to the full the 
ble::; ed .;;ensc of lnunor arnl wa. a philosopher who had. learned 
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[94] to extrac-t all that is be t in life. Time dealt wry gently with 
him. Except for the fe bkness of extreme old ao-e hi health 
wa..; excellent and hi mind remained unimpair d. 

Dr. Fletcher' erYice to th profes ion wa., acknowled o-ed by 
man~' honor , among which wai:: a banquet given b: leading 
phy icians and scientist on January 11, 1906, with a loving 
cup and a commemoratory album ·which wa one of hi mo. t 
prized po se ... ion . In 1910 he wa awarded the gold medal of 
the Royal College of urgeom, a rarely conferred di ... :tinction. 
He wa.., an a ociate fellow of the College of Phy ician of 
Philadelphia, honorary )1. D. of olumbian niver.,ity and a 
few week before his death receiYed a decrree in medicine from 
hi"' fir t medical .,chool in Bri t.ol. He had many devoted 
friend.::, young men a well a" old, who delighted in his com
pany and enjoyed hi" conver .. ation at hi favorite club or in 
hi charming private library where he lived alone with his 
books. 

W. D. M:cCAw, :M. D., 
Lt.-Col. (l\L . ) , . A. 
Librarian 1urgeon GeneraF... Office. 

(4) 








