Beprinted from Science, July 29, 1949, Vol. 110, No. 2848, pages 111-112.

William Townsend Porter: 1862-1949

A. J. Carlson
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W. T. Porter was born in Plymouth, Ohio, in 1862
and received his medical training and his MD. degree
at the St. Louis Medical College in 1835. He served
as acting superintendent of the St. Louis City hos-
pital for one year, and as assistant professor and pro-
fessor of physiology at the St. Louis Medical College
from 1887 to 1893. During these years Dr. Porter
also pursued graduate studies in Germany—Berlin,
Breslau, Kiel. He was elected a member of the Amer-
ican Physiological Society at its fourth annual meet-
ing in 1891. At that time probably no one could have
predicted the outstanding service Dr. Porter wes to
render to American physiology during the following
Sixty years.

Dr. Porter became a member of the faculty of Har-
vard University Medical School in 1893, and con-
tinued a member of that faculty until his retirement in
1928 His teaching of physiology at the Harvard
Medical School led him to establish the Harvard Ap-
paratus Company, for the production of better and
less expensive laboratory apparatus for both teaching
and research in physiology. His work on the coronary
circulation of mammals is probably his most funda-
mental research contrihution to biology and medicine,
but in his earlier years he also worked and published
on growth, respiration, the nervous system, and skele-
tal muscle.

When Dr. Porter joined the faculty of the Harvard
University Medical School physiology was taught to
medical students largely by “talks and books.”  Fifty
years later he wrote: “It was easy to say that physi-
ology should be taught by experiments performed by
the students themselves. But in 1899 the Harvard
Medical School had 200 students in physiology.
Working in pairs these students needed 100 kymo-
graphs. At that time this apparatus wes made only
in Europe, and could be imported at the cost of $200
apiece. Obviously even the richest university medical
school could not meet this teaching requirement at
such costs.”

Dr. Porter started to meet these essential require-
ments for medical training by simplifying existing
laboratory equipment, inventing new apparatus, and
reducing costs by quantity production, at first using
the mechanical facilities of the Harvard Medical

School.  Very soon other medical schools wanted this
laboratory equipment, but Harvard University could
not sell it. This led Dr. Porter, aided financially by
President Eliot, three men on the Harvard Medical
School faculty, and two more citizens of public spirit
in Boston to establish the Harvard Apparatus Com
pany as a nonprofit educational institution. This
company has been a large factor in providing, at low
cost, equipment for research and teaching in physi-
ology and pharmacology, not only in the United
States, hut in many other countries. Dr. Porter was
the active head and guide of the Harvard Apparatus
Company until a few months before his death. He
conducted the business in the public interest and with-
out commercial profit. VWhen there was a modest sur-
plus, this was used to improve production equipment,
to provide a pension fund for the company’s em
ployees, and to finance the W. T. Porter Research
Fellowship in Physiology, administered by the Coun-
cil of the American Physiological Society. In 28
years (1921-49) the Harvard Apparatus Company
has contributed a total of $38,453.00 to the American
Physiological Society for the Porter Fellowship in
Physiological Research. Dr. Porter twice offered to
give his Apparatus Company to the Physiological
Society.

The significant attention to physiological research
in our country towards the close of the last century
raised the question of adequate facilities for publica-
tion. In 1894 Dr. Porter was made a member of a
committee to investigate ways and means to start an
American Journal of Physiology by the then young
physiological society. The society did not accept the
committee’s recommendations that such a journal be
started. But in 1897 Dr. Porter started the American
Journal of Physiology, as the sole responsible editor
and publisher, and carried these financial and intel-
lectual burdens until 1914, when 34 volumes of the
journal had been published. In that year Dr. Porter
presented the Journal (including all unsold numbers)
to the American Physiological Society. In recognition
of this great service to American physiology the
society dedicated Volume 37 to him The dedication
includes this significant statement, referring to his
services as editor: “A rigid pursuit of ideals by one



individual frequently arouses in others lack of ap-
preciation, criticisms, and opposition; and these he
received without complaint.”

In consideration of all the significant services of
Dr. Porter—the early years of the Journal, the Har-
vard Apparatus Company, the Porter Fellowship—the
society made him honorary president for its 50th
anniversary meeting in Baltimore in 1937, and in
1948 elected him honorary life member. Referring
to those early and trying years, the late W. H. Howell
of Johns Hopkins Medical School said in 1938: “The
American Physiological Society never gave the Amer-
ican Journal of Physiology the financial support that
might properly have been expected.” Dr. Porter’s
contributions were achieved by his integrity, his
courage, and his intelligence rather than by his
financial fortune. Knowing Dr. Porter, a few of his
colleagues in the medical school and other citizens
in Boston gave him some initial financial aid both
for the Journal and for the Apparatus Company.
But the main financial burden for both was carried
by Dr. Porter. | have never heard anything but

praise for the services of the Harvard Apparatus
Company. ) _

Dr. Porter’ record as editor of the Journal is to
his great credit, but even a superior editor is not a
superman. There were more than a few of the
younger investigators who did not take kindly to
Dr. Porter’s analysis, criticisms, and suggestions of
their research reports submitted for publication in
the first 34 volumes of the American Journal of
Physiology. His editorial policy may be illustrated
by his reply to me when | sent him in 1904, my first
study on the limulus heart for publication in the
Journal of Physiology. He wrote: “I think you are
wrong both in your observations and your interpre-
tations, but I will publish your report in the Journal.”

The record of Dr. Porter’s unselfish and significant
services to his generation is a true picture of the man,
as | knew him for nearly fifty years. In these times
of well-nigh pandemic hysteria, hate, and fear, Wil-
liam Townsend Porter’s persistent and serene work for
his fellow man aids our courage for today and guides
our hope for tomorrow. May his tribe increase!



