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Sir Alexander Fleming, who died suddenly on
March 11, 1955, was buried in St. Paul's Cathedral.
His discovery of penicillin made him one of the
great healers of disease, but this achievement and
the many honours showered upon him in the past
decade failed to alter his innate modesty and
simplicity. Penicillin and the later antibiotics have
produced profound changes in many branches of
medicine and surgery. That this is particularly true
of venereology is readily apparent to those whose
experience goes back before the penicillin era, and
it is fitting that this Journal should add its own
tribute from one of his colleagues at St. Mary's
Hospital to the many others which have already
appeared.

G. L. M. McE. writes:
Those of us who knew Sir Alexander Fleming and

even those who merely heard the paper he read
before the Medical Society for the Study of Venereal
Diseases in 1944, will endorse all that has been said
in praise of that kind, quiet, modest man whom
history already acclaims as one of mankind's
greatest benefactors. It is not generally known that
Fleming took more than a passing interest in
venereology and that he was one of the first in
Great Britain to treat syphilis with Ehrlich's original
salvarsan. Later he was appointed pathologist to
the London Lock Hospital and was one of the early
contributors to the now encyclopaedic literature of
the Wassermann reaction.
Working under Almroth Wright, whose sole

research tools consisted of a microscope, stains,
glass tubing, and a plentiful supply of blood,
mostly his own, it is not surprising that immunology
became Fleming's main interest; and during the
first world war, when working as a pathologist with
the British Expeditionary Force, he demonstrated
the uselessness of antiseptics in infected wounds,
showing how they invariably killed leukocytes and
thereby actually encouraged the growth of bacteria.
It was thus especially remarkable and even ironic
that he of all men was responsible for the discovery
of the most effective therapeutic antiseptic of all time.

The impact of penicillin upon our own specialty
has been nothing short of tremendous and can be
properly appreciated only by those of us who practised
in the years before the war when, even in well-
regulated clinics, up to 50 per cent. of the gonorrhoea
patients became " chronic " and no less than 20 per
cent. showed complications of one kind or another.
Revolutionary though it was at the time, the success
of the sulphonamides in gonorrhoea was com-
paratively short-lived, as resistant strains were with
us from the start and after 7 years had to a large
extent replaced the susceptible ones.

In syphilis the well-tried arsenicals and bismuth,
in addition to their toxicity, had the great disadvan-
tage that their success depended largely on the
cooperation and perseverance of the patient,
whereas with penicillin even the ignorant and
antisocial are made non-infectious and, as often as
not, are permanently cured before their lesions have
had time to heal. This rapid sterilizing action
undoubtedly explains the success of penicillin, not
only in the control of venereal syphilis, but in the
campaigns against the non-venereal treponematoses
in various parts of the world.
The writer will not forget the day in 1934 when

Fleming first showed him the now famous con-
taminated culture with the terse, prophetic comment
-" That stuff should be good for your patients "
and how the subsequent discussion on ways and
means ended with his saying-" It's up to the
chemists now, I'm no chemist ". Later, when the
prophecy came true, he became seriously concerned
lest low dosage should encourage strain resistance
and, even in 1946, when syphilis was common and
penicillin still expensive, he advocated a large and
sustained dosage for all infections including gonor-
rhoea, ridiculing the danger of masking syphilis.
" Cure the two diseases ", he used to say. " How
many will wait months for a final blood test? "
Of course we did not take his advice, but perhaps
there was truth in what he said. He was justly
jealous of the reputation of his penicillin and was
always delighted to hear that in syphilis and
gonorrhoea the results remained as good as ever.
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