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1 Gifted with a sense of the dramatic
and with a rare capacity for simple,
lucid but vivid exposition of the most
complex medical matters, Dr. Logan
Clendening achieved in a lifetime as
medical practitioner, teacher and writ-
er an immense influence reaching out
beyond the members of his own pro-
fession to embrace a vast audience
whom he made aware, as few others
have, of the historic achievements of
medical science.

As a medical historian he paid sjpe-
cial tribute to the unsung heroes of
medical progress, while as a counselor



to the layman he cautioned against the follies of
faddism and pseudo-scientific medical cults.

BACKGROUND. Born May 25, 1834 in Kansas City,
Missouri, he was the son of the prominent citizen
Edwin McKaig Clendening and the former Lide
Logan, both of Scottish descent. He studied in the
public schools of Kansas City, spent three years at
the Universi}y of Adichigan, took his M.D. at the
University of Kansas in 1907, then spent two years
abroad visiting medical centers in England, Scotland
and on the Continent.

On his return he began medical practice in Kansas
City where he married Dorothy Hixon in 1914.
Commissioned a major in the medical corps in 1917,
he spent two years as chief of medical service at
the base hospital of Fort Sam Houston. He returned
to Kansas City, accepted an appointment as instruc-
tor in medicine at the University of Kansas, and be-
gan to teach physical diagnosis, which remained a
subject of compelling interest throughout his career.

His preoccupation with physical diagnosis prompt-
ed his first contribution to medical historv, “The
Centenary of the Stethoscope,” published in the
Missouri State Medical Association Journal in 1920.

Four years later he published his Moder?i Meth-
ods of Treatment, declaring in the preface that the
sole justification for it was that it was the only work
he knew which undertook to bring all therapeutic
practice in internal medicine within the compass of
one volume. “My aim has been to describe each
method of procedure so clearly and minutely that
a person who has never seen it performed could do
it from the description.”

Instead of offering a merely pedestrian exposition
Clendening enlivened his work with background
notes on the historv of drugs and treatment, amus-
ing anecdotes and those sweeping observations which
became the hallmark of his work, such as the open-
ing sentence; “Rest and surgery are the most effec-
tive therapeutic methods the modern physician has
to offer a patient... Immature faddists are contin-
uously proclaiming the value of exercise: four peo-
ple out of five are more in need of rest than ex-
ercise.”
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The medical profession took so strongly to the
book that it ran through eight editions. It also im-
pressed publisher Alfred A Knopf’s chief editor
Henry L. Mencken, who had long been searching
for a doctor capable of enlightening the public on a
subject so close to them as their own bodies.

Mencken visited Clendening and persuaded him,
after overcoming his strong initial resistance, to
write a book for the layman. The result was Clen-
dening’s masterpiece of medical popularization The
Human Body, published by Knopf in 1927. It was
an immediate success and has remained in contin-
uous demand ever since. Sales of the book in hard-
cover and paperback have exceeded half a million.

Soon after the book appeared King Features Syn-
dicate invited Dr. Clendening to write a daily health
column. He accepted but gave up his private prac-
tice which he regarded as incompatible with this
type of journalistic activity. He remained active in
the dispensary and in teaching, advancing to a full
professorship of clinical medicine at the University
of Kansas in 1928, about the same time that he be-
gan his daily newspaper column which eventually
reached an unprecedented audience of 25 million
through 383 daily newspapers.

In the late 1920s he wrote for Mencken’s Amer-
ican Mercury, Collier's Weekly, Ladies Home Jour-
nal and other magazines a number of articles bris-
tling with sardonic comments characteristic of the
.Mencken literary circle on the birth control move-
ment (he regarded it as the creation of misguided
zealots), on the fad for exercise (“Against the fetish
of exercise | set up the antidote of rest”), health
audits and his bete noire, governmental dissemina-
tion in the Prohibition era of misinformation on the
effects of alcohol.

He gathered these commentaries and expanded
them in a volume titled The Care and Feeding of
Adidts published b\" Knopf in 1931 His sharpest
outburst was on the subject of alcohol: “It is some-
thing like a shock to learn that in many states statu-
tory law compels the author of textbooks on phys-
iology and hygiene used in schools to include a
chapter on the deleterious effect of alcohol on hu-
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man life and health. 1 know of nothing in the Amer-
ican scene today more downright immoral!”

The historic background of medical development
which he presented as a prelude to The Human
Body became the subject of a second book addressed
to the general public, a medical history titled Behind
the Doctor (1933). A more scholarly work intended
mainly for physicians interested in medical history
was his Source Book of Medical History (1942).

IMAGERY. As a medical historian Clendening re-
created the life and times surrounding the origin
and development of medicine by a literary method
akin to that of the fiction writer: he created char-
acters, gave them names, put words in their mouths
and described their actions; but he maintained the
historian’s discipline of circumscribing his imagined
scenes within the clearly defined bounds of doc-
umented reality. Alongside an artist’s rendering of
neolithic trephining he published a photograph of
a prehistoric skull with trephine openings and ex-
plained that the rounded edges of the opening show
that the bone has grown after the openings were
made, proving that they were made while the per-
son was alive.

From jar left opposite. Dr.
Clendening with medical
historian Henry Sigerist,
in his classroom and with
fellow historian and ed-
ucator Dr. Ralph Major.
At right, in Kansas City
jail after he destroyed an
air compression drill that
disturbed him. Hlustra-
tion from Molieres Le
Malade imaginaire, below,
evolves his portrayal of
17th century clinical prac-
tice in his Source Book

of Medical History.

Even in his scholarly Source Book of Medical
History he found ways of enriching the historic
perspective by interlarding medical writings rang-
ing from the Egyptian medical papyri to Wilhelm
Conrad Roentgen’s “On a New Kind of Rays,” se-
lections from the work of poets, philosophers, dra-
matists and novelists bearing on medical practice.
For the account of Greek medicine and particular-
ly the cult of Aesculapius he drew on references
from Homer’s lliad, Aristophanes’ Plutus and Plato’s
Phaedo, and for the plague at Athens he took Thu-
(\:ydides' account in his History of the Peloponnesian
Var.

Besides quoting from the writings of such 17th-
century contributors to medical science as Harvey,
Sydenham and Malpighi, the historian portrayed
17th-century clinical practice with all its weaknesses
through scenes from VAmour Medecin and other
plays by Moliere. Similarly he used excerpts from
Thackeray’s Pendemiis, Dickens’ Pickwick Papers
and John Brown’s Rab and His Friends to evoke a
melancholy picture of medical life in the early 19th
century.

MEDICO-LITERARY PILGRIMAGES. With his wife
Dr. Clendening made several pilgrimages to sites of
particular interest for their medical or literary as-
sociations. One of the trips was a “Pickwickian pil-
grimage” to England during which the Clendenings
made the rounds of the spots mentioned in Dickens’
Pickwick Papers. The doctor included a charming
account of the experience in his Handbook to Pick-
wick Papers, issued in 1936 to mark the centenary
of the original publication of Dickens’ work.

On other trips the Clendenings visited Berkeley
in Gloucestershire, the birthplace of the discoverer
of vaccination against smallpox Edward Jenner, the
place in Paris where Laennec discovered ausculta-
tion, the anatomic theatre of Bologna, the university
of Padua where Vesalius taught and Harvey stud-
ied, and the ancient tomb in Egypt of Ankh-ma-
Hor, containing a relief carving which is the earliest
known representation of a circumcision.

Dr. Clendening published lively accounts of his
medical pilgrimages in the journal Hygeia and made
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Dr. Clendening's journalistic style is seen
in a column he wrote for a 1936 issue of
The Saturday Evening Post, right. Title
page and illustration, below, are from
The Human 150dy. "Bury St. Edmunds.
What might have been. Clendening
locates Westgate House for Picwicl{ and
Snodgrass,” opposite bottom, is from his
Handbook to Pickwick Papers,
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them the subject of addresses before medical soci-
eties for which he was much in demand. At the an-
nual banquet of the American College of Physicians
in 1937 he described the visit to the site of Jenner’s
birth and life’s work, and noted with regret that ex-
cept for the tombstone marked only with Jenner’s
name and dates there was not elsewhere in Berkeley
“a statue or a tablet or stone to one of the greatest
Englishmen who ever lived.”

He also told of returning from the tomb site to
the dining room of the Berkeley Arms where Jenner
had always been the moving spirit of the convivial
medical society that gathered there, but it was hard
to recapture the atmosphere because the diningroom
wes “as cold as an enthusiastic New England audi-
ence,” the “napkins were heavy with the damp chill
of mortality” and the white sauce engulfing the
boiled fish he found to be at a temperature of 54 F.
hv surreptitiously thrusting his clinical thermometer
into it when the waiter was out of the room.

STYLE. The sparkling spontaneity of his style as
an after-dinner speaker belied the meticulous prep-
arations of his talks, which he wrote out in advance,
carefully weighing the effect of each detail. Alex-
ander Woolcott remarked that “no mere author has
a better English style than that jolly medico Dr.
Eogan Clendening.”
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His style ran the gamut from the .sober exposi
tion of the nature and treatment of diabetes mellitus
in The Hiimati Body to the colloquial manner of a
magazine article like “Our Arthritis” in the Satur-
day Evening Yost.

Regardless of his styli.stic manner he consistently

ught to engage the interest and confidence of the
rea er by establishing common ground between the
physician and the layman in their struggle against
error. He explained that the mistaken belief of many
diabetes patients that they suffer from a kidney dis-
ease arises inevitably because of disturbed urination
in earlv and untreated cases and is hardlv' surpris-
ing since “the medical profession itself for long was
under similar misapprehension.”

In his breezy discourse on arthritis he observed
that “it’s really nothing but rheumatism putting on
airs,” and cautioned that getting expert advice on it
is like getting expert advice on the stock market. In
the midst of a detailed account of various etiologic
hypotheses he pithily noted: “The two things that
would he nice to know about arthritis or rheuma-
tism are the cause of it and the cure of it.” His
tongue-in-check conclusion: “The true specialist in
arthritis is a physician to the soul.”

THEATRICS. An amateur actor in his youth, Clen-
dening as a teacher used the most theatrical meth-
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ods of gaining and holding his students’ attention.
According to a colleague his classes in physical di-
agnosis were presented like one-act plays, with set-
tings carefully arranged by a resident who served
as stage manager. In a burlesque of the stethoscopic
faddists of the time he once entered the classroom
with earpieces in place and the bell trailing at the
end of several feet of hose in the hands of a resident.
Sometimes as he entered the room he would pro-
vocatively fire a question at a student in the front
row, and if he failed to get a prompt answer would
turn on his heel and leave with the admonition;
“Gentlemen, when you decide to study for this
course | will be back.”

Mis most notorious display of wrath was report-
ed on the front pages of newspapers throughout the
country: emerging from his home in a fashionable
residential section of Kansas Citv' meticulously at-
tired and wearing a white carnation in his coat lapel
but wielding an axe in one hand, he approached a
nearby sewer-building project and smashed
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First Clendening Reading Room in the Hixon Re-
search Faboratory building in the University of Kansas
Medical Center contains the frontispiece portrait

of Dr. Clendening which was painted in 1939. Donor
of the building was Dr. Clendening s father-in-law.

an air compression drill which he complained had
been disturbing him for months.

He then harangued the project laborers: “Why
not build your sewers in Omaha? Why crush me
and torture me with your machine and your sewers?
I s\ to you this damned rat-a-tat-tat, day after day,
week after week, month after month, year after
year, must stop. And | am going to stop it once and
for all.” He was arrested, jailed for four hours,
fined $50 for disturbing the peace and destroying
government property.

OUTLOOK. In the revised second edition of Be-
hind the Doctor issued in 1943 Dr. Clendening re-
vealed some changes in his view’s from those he held
when Henry L. Mencken first discovered him. His
early hostility to the birth control movement gave
wa\’ to the conviction that “overpopulation is the
basis of most of our social problems.” Discussing the
future of medicine he noted the dilemma arising
from increased costs of scientific medicine exceed-
ing most private patients’ capacity to pay. He crit-
icized the apparent unwillingness to deal with this
dilemma by the leaders of organized medicine in the
United States, and he suggested that just as public
and private education coexist to meet different needs,
“there is no reason why public and private medicine
should not exist side by side in the United States on
very much the same basis.”

1le championed scientific medicine, rated Hippo-
crates, \ ’esalius and Sherlock Holmes most highly,
put down Galen as a “second-rate genius exalted by
the pedants of Oxford and Padua to the status of a
god ... for 1200 years the brilliancy of his rhetoric
prevented men from learning at first hand anything
about the human body.”

I'le paid tribute to Sherlock Holmes in an irreve-
rent story of his own invention which begins with
the death of the great detective at 80 and his imme-
diate ascent to Heaven where his arrival caused the
greatest stir since that of Napoleon. Jehovah grant-
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Clendening Fountain at the University of Kansas
Medical Center was erected as a memorial by friends
of Dr. Clendening. It was dedicated in April, 1947.

ed him an immediate audience and commissioned
him to solve a problem: Adam and Eve had been
missing for two aeons. The detective soon picked
the missing couple out of a large crowd. When
asked how he did it, he replied: “Elementary, my
dear God, they have no navels.” *

In the opening sentences of The Human Body he
set forth his materialist concept of the human body
as “an animal organism, differing in only a few re-
spects from other animal organisms,” and fitted by
selection and evolution for two main functions, the
conversion of food and air into energy™ and tissue,
and reproduction.

“As a physiologist | have no data upon which to
base a belief that it has been desi%ned for any other
purpose or destiny. Why it has been developed to
Its present state upon this tiny globule of dust in this
obscure corner of the universe, why it continues
monotonously repeating itself generation after gen-
eration, for no other apparent object than to litter
up the verdure of the earth with images of its ob-
scene gods, with its hideous habitations, and with
the poignant momentoes of its dead—what these
things mean are matters to which | have not been
privy. Certainly there is no clue in the structure or
functions of the body itself.”

He denied that his definition of the human body
omitted mind and soul, insisting that procurement
of good food and shelter is the particular function
of the mind, and procurement of a mate is the par-
ticular function of the soul. He acknowledged that
his philosophy was “mechanistic” but cautioned that
the notion of the body as a machine could be mis-
leading because “it reproduces its own parts when
they break down, which is like no other machine.
It Is a Humpty-Dumpty machine because no one
can reassemble it: when that spark which is inde-
finable leaves it, all the parts may be there, but it

*Sec M.D/s Companion in A/D, December, 1964, page 151.
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won't run. And no one knows what it is for or can
_{(edict what it will do—all of which is unmachine-
ike.”

BIBLIOPHILE. Clendening taught medical history
after it became an established part of the curric-
ulum in the University of Kansas school of med-
icine, presented Chauncey D. Leake, Henry E. Sige-
rist and other medical historians as guest lecturers,
and organized the Quivira .Medical Society among
Kansas City physicians interested in the history of
medicine. The society became a constituent mem-
ber of the American Association of the History of
Medicine, in which Clendening served first as vice-
president and then president.

With help from his wife, who presented him with
first editions of many medical classics, he became an
avid bibliophile. His collection included one of the
finest e.xisting copies of the first edition of Vesalius’
De Fabrica, a first edition of Harvey’s De motu
cordis believed to be among the few originally re-
served for the author as presentation copies, first ed-
itions of Laennec’s work on auscultation and With-
ering’s An Accoimt of the Foxglove and hundreds of
other medical rarities.

OLD AGE. In the last chapter of The Human Body
he declared: “there is nothing so horrible as old age.
When the wrinkles begin to come, and vision blurs,
and the breath comes short on attempting an incline!
And even the co.smetician cannot cover the repeti-
tious fund of anecdote.

“So far as | am aware, medical science has no
wisdom on these matters. You may be perfectly sure
that if Kou live long enough, you will grow old, and
that when you grow old, you will be unbeautiful
and unattractive, and that surely death will come.
When it comes, you may be certain you will disap-
pear like all the rest and that you will not be missed
nearly as much as even in your least sanguine mo-
ments you have been inclined to suppose.”

In his late fifties, alcohol, which he had enjoyed
al his adult life, became a problem. Early in 1945
he wrote a close friend that he felt written out,
weary of the routine of teaching and bored. “My
life seems to have run into an impasse.” He worried
about leukemia after a few lumps appeared under
his skin, went to a private laboratorv’ in Kansas City
which reported an erroneously high white blood
cell count. Colleagues at the Kansas City Medical
Center discovered the error but could not convince
him that the count was erroneous. On January 31,
195 he was found dead in his bed with his throat
and wrists slashed. The death was listed as a suicide
after the family physician Dr. John Wheeler in-
formed police that Dr. Clendening had told him sev-
eral times that he intended to end his own life.

Amonument to his life and work is his own library
of medical history, half of which he bequeathed
to the University of Kansas while his widow gave
the other half. By gift and purchases from the be-
quest the library which numbered 4000 vol-
limes at his death has since increased to 6500. TW
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