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PREFACE, xi

in possession. I believe, also, that such a work would tend more than
any other to induce men to practise those rules of conduct which are best
calculated to preserve and promote health ; because men are ever more
ready to do this or that, when they can themselves clearly see and under-
stand its necessity—and the manner how, and reason why, that necessity
exists—than when they have no other authority than the dictum of
another, however high their respect for his knowledge and judgment may
be. Neither, as [ think, should medical men take offence at the publica-
tion of such a work ; as it would have a direct tendency to ennoble their
profession—to render it purely scientific—and to divest it of that mystifi-
cation by which it was formerly so much disgraced, and of which a portion
still remains. If patients themselves had a clear general acquaintance
with their own internal machinery—with the nature of the several offices
intended to be fulfilled by the several parts of that machinery, and with
the nature of disease in general ; and if, with their mind’s eye, they were
enabled to look into themselves, and behold the complicated and delicate
clock-work—every wheel in motion, every spring in operation—all acting
in concert, and all tending to one purpose, yet requiring only the slightest
imprudent interference to throw the whole into disorder and irreparable
confusion—if, I say, they could see all this, they could not but feel and
acknowledge that so beautiful, complicated, and wonderful a machine
could only be regulated by the hand of a mechanician intimately acquainted
with its minutest structure, and with the particular uses and manner of
handling the several instruments necessary to rectify whatever derange-
ment may have accidentally befallen it. It would also materially con-
duce to destroy the predilection of the public mind for quacks and quack-
ery : for who that knows anything at all of the animal economy, and of
the nature of disease, can for one instant be gulled into a belief that any
one remedy can be, at all times, good or proper, even for the same dis-
ease, and for the same patient? A bumper of brandy will cure the head-
ache, providing that it be caused by a disordered stomach ; but a glass
of brandy, administered for a headache arising from inflammation of the
brain, would, in all human probability, destroy the patient. And how is
the patient to know from which of these causes his headache arises ?

~ Such a work I have, to the best of my ability, executed—and I have
done so in a series of familiar Letters, because I thought that it would
afford me the best opportunity of employing a plain and conversational
style, which is the more necessary when writing for readers who have no
acquaintance whatever with the subject treated. For the same reason,
I have avoided all professional pedantries and learned technicalities, when-
ever it conld be done consistently with perspicuity ; and I have described
just so much, and no more, of the structure of the body as I thought suf-
ficient to give the general reader a clear idea of those parts only which
are concerned in the preservation of health. Thus, in speaking of the
heart, I have divided it into two cavities—a right and a left ; although, in
fact, each of those cavities is again divided into two others. But,as a
















































































































































LIFE, HEALTH, AND DISEABE, 59

affected by certain stimuli only. All others than these will either
not affect it at all, or affect it painfully and injuriously. Thus
sound, being a stimulus proper to the ear, but improper to the
eye, will affect the ear properly, but the eye not at all. Again,
salt is a stimulus proper to the stomach, and, when it comes in
contact with the membrane which lines that organ, it affects its
sensibility agreeably and healthily ; but if you blow salt into your
eye, it will produce the most violent pain; yet the membrane
which lines the stomach is as delicate in its texture as that which
covers the eye. Thus, again, there are certain medicines which
exert their influence only on certain organs. Some will act on the
stomach, some on the bowels only ; some on the kidneys, some on
the brain, some on the liver. If you rub belladonna into the
skin of your leg, it will not affect your leg; but you will be as-
tonished to discover that you have suddenly become blind. This
once occurred {o a patient who was under the care of the late
Mr. Abernethy for a sore leg; Mr. Abernethy having ordered the
sore to be dressed with the extract of belladonna. The man,
however, recovered his sight. Mr. Abernethy never dressed sore
legs with belladonna again. 1 heard him relate this circumstance
myself.

Every organ, therefore, has a peculiar sensibility of its own, and
can be properly affected by certain stimuli only—all others, if
they.affect it at all, affecting it injuriously : and the evidence of the
impropriety of a stimulus is the pain, or some other inconvenience,
produced. Hence arises a corollary ; viz., that whatever stimulus-
produces pain, or other inconvenience, is an improper stimulus.
The pain, for instance, produced by blowing salt into the eye is
sufficient proof that salt is a stimulus not proper to that organ,
and cannot, therefore, be applied to it without injury.

This peculiar, distinctive, or eclectic, sensibility is impaired by
over-stimulation. Thus we may be deafened by excess of sound,
and blinded by excess of light. Everybody knows, too, that snuff
will produce, in persons not accustomed to it, violent and painful
sneezing ; while those who have been accustomed to it for some
time can take the strongest kinds with apparent impunity. Again,
persons who have never smoked tobacco will generally be sick
when they first begin to do so; but, after a short time, they can
smoke pipe after pipe without apparent inconvenience. If a person
not accustomed to drink anything stronger than water were to swal-
low a glass of whisky, it would almost choke him ; while a Scottish








































































LIFE, HEALTH, AND DISEASE. 83

proaches nearer and nearer ; and just when it has arrived exactly
opposite to the little hollow left by the absorbent, becoming sud-
denly obedient to the secret agency of the nerves, its nutritious
elements dart through the ecoats of the artery, like rays of light
through glass, into that hollow, and at that instant become part
and parcel of one of the most goodly noses within the four seas.
The artery now turns back, soon loses the characteristics of an
artery, and becomes a vein; by which vein the rest of the little
globule is conveyed back, through the heart, to the lungs, there
to be mingled with fresh chyle, and revivified by the action of the
air in their cells.

"This transformation of the fluid blood into the solid body is
called solidification. :

Now this is the way in which all the solid parts of your body
are formed and maintained ; every inch of it, therefore, once
floated in your arteries, in the shape and quality of blood: and
you see how foolish it is to suppose that there can be any real nu-
triment in those strong drinks to which the multitude attribute so
many nourishing properties. What an inscrutably mysterious
power, too, is manifested in this process! How wonderful, that
so common and simple an affair as a potato should contain within
itself all the elements necessary to the composition of an eye, an
ear, or a tooth !—that this unheeded and unvalued root should be
capable, within a few hours, of being changed, by commixture
with the juices of the body, and by exposure to common air in
the lungs, into blood l—and that from this single fluid, made out
of this single potato, should be produced all those diversified and
heterogeneous matters which make up the total of the body—
the brittle bones, the soft and pulpy brain, the hard and horny
nails, the silky hair, the flesh, the fat, the skin, the bitter bile, the
sweet milk, the salt perspiration—everything in fact, from the
corn on.my lord’s toe, to the down on my lady’s cheek—from the
sweat on the brow of Labor, to the dew on the lip of Beauty!
Does it not seem incredible, that the ear, which can take cog-
nizance of the faintest pulsations in the air, and appreciate with so
much accuracy the value of musical tones—that the eye, where-
with the astronomer numbers the stars, taking in, at a glance, the
half of heaven’s whole orrery—nay, that the very brain, where-
with he thinks, and muses, and ponders over his problems and his
Jogarithms and his equations—that the very brain itself of a New-
%on and a Shakspeare should own no better or nobler source than
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