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74 ALEX. ¥. C. SKENE.

author of a work on Prophecy which is highly prized by theo-
logians everywhere. Dr. Thomas Keith received his early edu-
cation at the parish school, the grammar school and University
of Aberdeen.

His medical education was wholly received in Edinburgh.
In 1845 he was apprenticed to Sir J. Y. Simpson, and served under
him in the Edinburgh Maternity Hospital as house physician.

At the age of twenty-one he graduated at the Edinburgh Uni-
versity in the year 1848. Shortly afterwards he became Mr. Syme’s
resident in the old Royal Infirmary. The great surgeon recognized
the natural ability of young Keith, and foretold that he would
soon make a distinguished place for himself in surgery. He
served under Syme for fifteen months, and then and there ac-
quired that love for surgery which remained with him to the end.

From Syme and Edinburgh he went to Italy for two years,
during which time he held the position of physician to the British
embassy at the court of the King of Sardinia, at Turin. There
he had the good fortune to meet the ablest surgeons in Italy.
One of these (name forgotten) was a most skillful operator, and
gave young Keith every opportunity to see his practice and
profit by it. L

Returning to Edinburgh, he began practice with his brother,
George Skene Keith, then a noted physician, and there gained
valuable experience in the practice of medicine and surgery, but
from the first he inclined more to surgery. Gradually he drifted
towards gynecological surgery, a branch of the art which occu-
pied the best of his life, and in which he made his great reputa-
tion. He did his first ovariotomy in 1862, a time when this
operation was in bad repute in Scotland and elsewhere. This
was the second successful operation done in Scotland. A few
days before Mr. Baker Brown, of London, had done one in
Aberdeen.

His second case recovered, the third was lost ; the fourth, a
tumor weighing 120 pounds, made a good recovery, and from this
onward his success, and simultaneously that of Sir Spencer Wells,
quieted all faultfinders and made the operation acceptable in all
parts of thecivilized world. Hisfirst work was done before aseptic
and antiseptic surgery was known, and he was well prepared to
comprehend and adopt the discoveries of Lister, and was the first
to turn them to account in abdominal surgery. Aided in this way,
he made a record as an ovariotomist far in advance of anything
in that day, and that remains unsurpassed at the present time.
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When he had mastered ovariotomy, he took up hysterectomy,
and very soon excelled all others in this difficult and hitherto
dangerous operation.

When Keith had become known as the most successful
operator of his time for ovarian and uterine diseases, the ques-
tion was, ‘“ What is the secret of success of this master of his
art and hero among men?” That question has never been fully
answered. Parts of the secret have been revealed from time to
time by those who have seen him at work and been impressed
with his secret in operating, but that was only a part of a great
whole. '

His superior mentality, quick, clear perception and wonderful
co-ordinating power which enabled his hands to obey his will ; his
extraordinary power of concentration of thought, his intense love
of his art, and his thorough training, theoretical and practical, in
all branches of medicine and surgery, all contributed to make
him the man he was. He was recognized as a superior diagnos-
tician, and possessing sound judgment in estimating the general
condition of patients and the value of treatment—medical and
surgical—for their relief, made him a master in selecting his
treatment, preparing his cases for operating, and in their after
treatment. To all these were added sterling honesty and heroic
moral and intellectual courage that enabled him to withhold his
hand or go boldly, fearlessly forward, as occasion required,
utterly unmindful of consequences to himself. He possessed all
requisite knowledge and skill required in his art, but none of that
worldly wisdom of the trimmer which enables one to take pre-
cautions for self-advancement.

It is interesting to know what the people among whom he
lived thought of him, so we give the following from the Scots
Observer, under the heading ‘* Modern Men.”

“In more than one respect. it is well that Thomas Keith was
born to be a modern man. It is well for himself, because he is
just the kind of person who, had he been born in the good old
times, when witchcraft flourished, and convictions were practical
and strong, would have had a fair chance of being burnt for a
wizard, with the alternative of being worshipped as a saint. The
barbarous people who at Melita showed the apostle Paul no little
kindness, first thought he was a murderer whom vengeance suf-
fered not to live, but then changed their mindsand said he was a
god. So it would have been with Thomas Keith. A weird-
looking, gaunt, silent man, blessed with a passionate desire to
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succor his kind, gifted with an absolute indifference to accepted
opinion, possessed, ‘as with a beneficent' demon,’” with an im-
mense imaginative and intellectual courage that inspired him to
attempt what seemed the impossible, and give himself up to the
relieving of woes that looked beyond relief, he would have been
burned on the Calton Hill or hanged in the Grassmarket had
he failed : and had he succeeded, he would have been beatified,
and perhaps have had a little altar of his own in the Moray Aisle
of St. Giles's. And he would so far have deserved his fate, forhe
has none of the worldly wisdom of the trimmer ; heis the antith-
esis of them that hedge and take precautions. @He would not
have called in the King’s chirurgeon to consult with him before-
hand, nor would he have warned all the gossips thal the case was
nearly hopeless. He would not even have visited a bad result
upon his assistants or the weather. He would simply have done
his very best to ensure success, without asking advice from any one.
He would have fed and nursed his case with his own hands, and
nearly broken his heart that all was done in vain. And after-
wards he might have had some wild heretical theory to account
for the bad issue : that the King’'s own chirurgeon, who had seen
the operation and disapproved, had brought in infection in the
miniver of his cloak or in his pouncet-box—his anti-plague.

««It is well for us of this generation, for Thomas Keithis the rep-
resentative in Scotland of that group of brilliant scientific surgeons
who have practically revolutionized their art. In this decade we
have been stock-taking. In no branch of science or art has the
advance been more astounding, and the result to mankind more
important, than in certain branches of operative surgery and in
the principles which guide the surgeon in his treatment of wounds
and disease. Thirty years ago a large class of surgical tumors
in women were badly understood, and were practically removed
from treatment. Here, in Edinburgh, and elsewhere, bold men
were trying experiments ; and the result had been so dubious, and
the consensus of the older surgeons was so hostile, that to take
up the work it required both courage and self-denial. But Keith
felt that taken up it must be. With no hospital appointment at
his back ; with the countenance of a very small minority of the
profession ; at his own expense and risk, and sustained by his
own personal devotion—he operated on one poor woman after
another, ever increasing his technical knowledge and dexterity,
always learning from his difficulties, profiting by his errors, and
still diminishing his mortality, till he made Edinburgh a center
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of both teaching and of healing. After his first twenty or thirty
cases, heread, in admirable Saxon-English, a paper to his pro-
fessional brethren on his work, and an epoch-making thing it
was. None present but must still retain the profound impression
as he told how he had been compelled to take up the great work,
and recounted the difficulties and the dangers he and his patients
had overcome. From that evening progress was assured. The
confession carried conviction ; old prejudices and theories were
swept away as in the blast of a great wind ; Keith became the
master-authority on this matter, not only for Scotland, but for
other lands. Itis not for us to tell in detail the enormous gain
to suffering women that has accrued from his practice and teach-
ing. Many of his pupils have learned from him to be teachers,
and, in their turn, inventors ; and when the time came it was
found that Edinburgh could spare him—even Thomas Keith !—to
London.

““There were much tosay of his quaint and taking individuality ;
of his weird, sad, long-haired face and dreamy eye ; of his north-
ern speech, with his occasional lapses from the diction of culture
into the broadest Doric. But, being still with us—who owe him
so much, and to whom his life and work are so excellent and
shining an example of what a good, strong man may do—he is
not yet public property ; and the Scots Observer is not a society
journal. But it is lawful and pleasant to note that in many points
his surgical history has been remarkable. As a rule those who
have achieved great names as surgeons and great fame as con-
sultants follow the same path tosuccess. They early in life thus
choose their line ; they attach to an hospital ; they teach their
special subject in a medical school ; they take their opportunities
of writing books or pamphlets. If they have the natural gift or
have acquired the proper knowledge, being in the right way, they
gradually attain to eminence; practice makes perfect: their
pupils become practitioners, and they, their old masters, are
called as consultants in the need of asecond opinion. Other men
read their books, and perhaps the public hears the names of them;
and so, legitimately and honorably, are reputations made and
fortunes achieved. Others (and these are chiefly physicians) leap
to the consultant rank from the springboard of great general
practice, are the servants and healers of many, and in this way
win themselves a character for experience and practical wisdom
which appeals alike to the ignorant public and the puzzled profes-
sion. Probably out of the abundance of their experience they also
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write books, and probably their books are mostly practical. Here
in Edinburgh Syme and Spence were types of the first, while
Abercrombie, Davidson and the elder Begbie were examples of the
second.. Now, Keith’s career has been on altogether different
lines. After a distinguished hospital and undergraduate exper-
ience, the aim of which was chiefly surgical, he drifted into gen-
eral practice (with a special liking for aural disease), and he must
have been nearer forty than thirty when the real work of his life
began. Even then he was attached to no hospital ; and it was
not until his fame had grown world-wide that the managers of the
Royal Infirmary (Edinburgh) were moved to put a certain num-
ber of beds at his disposal. Again, he did not teach himself into
repute ; he has never given a course of lectures ; it is by the bed-
sides of his cases, or within the four walls of his study, that the
priceless information which men come from all parts of the
world to seek is yielded up to them. And still less has he printed
himself into immortality, for his writings on his own subject are
few and brief, while his controversial notes on disputed points of
treatment (and in the less worthy direction of personal and pro-
fessional polemic), though written with fire and spirit—for he can
wield both mace and rapier—are the merest ephemerides, and
his reports upon his work are priceless to his successors alone.
It was the high courage that avoided no difficulty however enor-
mous it bulked, and declined no problem however hopeless of
solution it appeared ; it was the extraordinary measure of success
that rewarded a personal devotion to the points at issue, and a
temperamental outlay that were more extraordinary still ; it was
the high-hearted simplicity with which Keith met his difficulties,
his failures, and his successes alike—it was these qualities,
among others, that showed Scotland and the world that here
was a master of his art, and therewith a hero among men. And
in this connection there is yet another thing to tell of him. That
were a poor and insufficient notice of his work which took no
count of the fact that it has been done in the teeth of bad health
and great bodily suffering : that often has he operated when he
was himself unfit to stand, and his own case seemed as bad as
his patient’s,

‘‘London has more Scotsmen than Edinburgh, and they can
hold their own anywhere ; but when the century’s great names
in surgery come to be written, among the Scotsmen in London
or in Scotland there will be none greater than that of Thomas
Keith.”
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A few words remain to be put down here regarding Dr. Keith
as he appeared to the profession and people of this country.

Here, as in his own country and elsewhere, Dr. Keith was
best known and most admired by those of the highest intelli-
gence, culture and moral worth. The greatest American gyne-
cologist, ]J. Marion Sims, was=a devoted friend and enthusiastic
admirer of Dr. Keith, and has said and written many beautiful
things of him. Sims appreciated the work of his friend and ac-
knowledged it to be the best that he had seen, and he ad-
mired the man with an enthusiasm that was characteristic of the
great, warm-hearted, broad-minded American.

Keith and Sims were unlike each other in all things excepting
their intense devotion to surgery and high regard for each other.

Many other Americans visited Dr. Keith, and all returned
with kind regards for the man and his work.

His name was seen constantly in the current medical litera-
ture of the country, and always on the side of the best surgery
and most honest opinions. .

In turn, Dr. Keith was a great admirer of America, and
always kindly received those from this country who went to see
him. He took pleasure in giving full credit to American sur-
geons for all their achievements. His attitude in this respect is
well expressed in his writings. In his work on fibroids he says :
“Knowing well how far behind you our hospital teaching is in
some departments of woman’s surgery, I sent my sons to
America to study your ways and be for a time under the influence
of such minds as those of J. Marion Sims, Emmet, Thomas and
others.” Again, in writing of hysterectomy for fibroid tumors of
the uterus, he said: ‘‘ And, after all, I offer you something that
is not mine, but is of American origin ; for though hysterectomy
may have been performed by others by misadventure, if I greatly
mistake not, the first case of uterine fibroid diagnosed before
operation was removed by my old friend Dr. Kimball of
Lowell.” In his treatment of his professional brethren here and
everywhere he was scrupulously honest. The obituary notice of
him in the British Gynecological Journal has the following, which
shows one side of the man’s character in clear light: ““On one
occasion some very ill-natured and unfounded remarks were
made by a man of high position with reference to a patient both
had seen and whom Keith had operated upon. These remarks
were fully reported to him ; after listening and thinking for a
little, he rejoined simply : ‘Oh, he should not have said that.’
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