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BEQUEATHING THE ZEST TO LEARN

This week when McGill University paid trib-
ute to its founder, it paid tribute also to one of its
greatest graduates, Sir William Osler. It is cer-
tainly true that Osler was a great McGill man,
and one who kept McGill in his heart all his life,
and who left McGill his books.

But Sir William Osler is commemorated not
only as a great figure of the past, who did a great
work, and who has finished his course. His influ-
ence will never be ended. For his great achieve-
ment lay not only in what he himself wrought:
it lay rather in the yielding of himself to the zest
of learning. : ’

So greatly did this zest pervade him, that
others were moved by it. And if it is felt even
now, despite the years since his passing, it is felt
because such zest is the only secret of why any
scholar is made great, or why any university has
within it the breath of a true academic life.

The important touch of such a man’s influence
is not only that it “sets a good example.” It is
something far more potent and disturbing than

that. For though Sir William (and all true scholars
like him) was full of charitableness, he yet, by
his own zeal, made self-scorn to arise in others,
who had been contenting themselves with a far
less exacting standard. ;

Such self-scorn is a sign of grace. It can open
the way to a true life of intellectual enterprise.
For those who feel no such self-scorn in the .pres-
ence of a man like Osler are those who, conscious-
ly or not, are incapable, whatever their abilities
may be, of that true scholar’s keenness that alone
makes progress possible, teaching an art, and life
too short for the projects of discovery.
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. The great peril of any university is boredom.
Tt is the influence that makes all learning a labor,
and all wisdom unprofitable. Under the influence
of boredom, the student miay consider his studies
as a weary imposition, and the professor may con-
sider his lectures as ritualistic repetition.

%%
o

Even the greatest universities may succumb
to such dusty seasons. Oxford in the 18th century
was roundly condemned by that prodigious
scholar, Edward Gibbon. And Oxford of the 18th
century roundly deserved Gibbon’s condemnation.
For nothing is more depressing than the dignity
of indifferent scholarship.

McGill is fortunate in its great traditions of
scholarly zest, and it does well to treasure the
example ‘of such men as Oslet. But Osler is only
one. Lord Rutherford was another great man of
the same zeal for learning. Indeed the late Dr.
H. M. Tory used to recall how he had once come
into the physics laboratory at McGill to find Pro-
fessor Rutherford literally skipping about the
lgor in the exaltation of a new discovery.

Nor should McGill forget such other good men
touched by the same devotion, such men as Dr.
Bernard. J. Harrington, who, with equipment in
the old Arts Building little better than a deal
table and' a kitchen sink, taught the men who
were later mining half the copper of the world.
And it was Dr. Harrington’s great dictum that a
teacher was not of much value unless he could,
by example, compel his students to be restless
in their desire to supersede him. .

L £<3 £<3

Such zest as this will be inevitably resented by
those who regard a mood of academic boredom
as the ultimate achievement in scholarly ripeness.
But no sophistication impairs the mind of the
great scholar.

And this is true of every field of learning. It
is so pointed out, for instance, by Sir Georgée M.
Trevelyan of his own field of history.

“That which compels the historian,” he writes,
“is the ardor of his own curiosity to know what
really happened in that land of mystery which
we ‘call the past. It haunts him like a passion of
almost terrible potency.” 3

It is such zest, disregarding the scorn of the
dispirited, and arousing an energizing self-scorn
in the minds:of those with capacity, that makes
scholarship fruitful and a university alive. Sir
William Osler has thus left McGill a legacy more
precious than his books.
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