
EDITORIAL

Paul Ehrlich was born one hundred years ago
this month and centenary celebrations are currently
being held at Frankfurt. His contribution to the
treatment of syphilis would alone enshrine his
memory amongst the great benefactors of mankind,
but Ehrlich did much more than develop arseno-
therapy. Apart from the direct fruits of his labours,
his life provides for all time the pattern of virtues
of the perfect scientific worker-wide vision, pene-
trating insight, meticulous method, almost fanatical
application and perseverance, extreme care in the
clinical trial and assessment of his pot2nt, synthetic,
chemotherapeutic remedies, and, in brilliant achieve-
ment, a deep humility and modesty of manner and
presentation. The days of 1910, when the clinical
trial of Salvarsan was being carried out in a few
carefully selected centres, must have been full of
wonder, excitement, and not a little anxiety. Most
of us were born too late to share in the excitement,
discussions, and high hopes of those historic times,
and will consequently be grateful to Colonel L. W.
Harrison, C.B., D.S.O., who, at our invitation,
contributes on page 2 an intimate memoir of
these events. Colonel Harrison's own saga of
syphilis stretches 60 years back, and in recording
his feelings when confronted with the mutilating
effects of syphilis " treated " with mercury he sets
the scene for the brilliant entrance of Salvarsan. It
arrived just in time to play its part in the pandemic
of syphilis spread by the first world war and it is
interesting to speculate what would have happened
during and after that war if mercury had alone been
available. It seems certain that the post-war peak
in the incidence of early, infectious syphilis would
have been higher and more prolonged, and our
position in 1939, at the outbreak of the second
world war, might have been much less satisfactory
than in fact it was. It seems certain, too, that the
heritage of late manifestations, in particular, cardio-
vascular and neurosyphilis, and the incidence of
congenital infection, would have been considerably
greater.

It is salutary for the modern venereologist to
recollect that it is only in the last 45 years that,
thanks to Ehrlich, the infectious lesions of early
syphilis could be controlled rapidly and that infec-
tious relapse has become a rarity. The new possi-
bility of controlling infectious syphilis with the
arsphenamines gave impetus to the establishment in
Britain of clinics for the free diagnosis and treatment
of individuals with venereal disease. The technical
difficulties of administration and the potential
toxicity of the arsenical remedies did not encourage
their use in mass campaigns against treponemal
diseases and this modern technique of controlling
the treponematoses, so vigorously applied in recent
years by the World Health Organization, had to
await the discovery and development of penicillin.
Almost 20 years ago a candidate for a higher

degree in medicine was asked by a senior physician,
could one prevent congenital syphilis ? While giving
an affirmative answer and supporting it with details
of the effect of treatment of syphilis during preg-
nancy, using arsenical and bismuth compounds, the
candidate was disconcerted to find that the examiner
was shaking his head vigorously from side to side.
Having listened to the answer, the senior physician
confided to the candidate that he didn't believe it
and that he personally had never been able to
prevent infection of the child. With more daring
than discretion the candidate suggested that the
senior physician must have confined his treatment
to the exhibition of mercury; a rather petulant
" Certainly ! " introduced the next question ! Like
Lister and his antiseptic method, Ehrlich's discovery
had opposition to overcome from doubters who
were slow to be convinced. However, Salvarsan
and its later derivatives established themselves as
highly successful remedies for the control and cure
of syphilis and placed all mankind in Ehrlich's
debt. In addition, they pointed clearly to the chemo-
therapeutic path along which we are progressing so
successfully towards Ehrlich's goal, the rapid
control of infection by chemotherapy.
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