
FRANK WILSON

The news of the death of Frank N. Wilson has been received in this country with very real
sorrow. There is wide recognition here of his important contributions to cardiology, and many
British physicians have had the pleasure of meeting him, either in his own country or when he
visited Britain. There are also many in this country who have had the privilege of working for a
time as guests in his laboratory and have enjoyed not only his guidance and help but his continued
friendship.

Dr. Wilson died on September 11, 1952, shortly before his sixty-second birthday. He received
his medical education at the University of Michigan, and after service in Europe during the first
World War, it was to that school at Ann Arbor he returned to pursue a career in teaching and
research which has added lustre to its fame. Wilson was one of the young American doctors who
came to work with Lewis during the 1914-18 war, and this association with the British master of
cardiology not only greatly influenced his subsequent career, but led to a long-standing friendship.
Later, when the United States of America entered the war Wilson left Colchester to serve with the
U.S. Forces in France.

Returning to the U.S.A. he took up with enthusiasm the pursuit of cardiac research, and in his
time he made contributions to electrocardiographic theory and practice as notable in their field as
those of Lewis in his. Wilson published papers on practically every aspect of electrocardiography.
Initially his work was on the arrhythmias and on bundle branch block. From the early 1920's
onward he became more and more concerned with the ventricular complex and with the funda-
mental problems of the electrical manifestations of tissue activity. Much important work, experi-
mental and mathematical, was on the recognition of the body as a volume conductor and on the
conduction within that structure of action currents generated by the heart. Long before the
modern intensive work on the vectorcardiogram, Wilson was dealing with three-dimensional vector
problems.

It is now apparent that Wilson did for the analysis of the ventricular complex of the electro-
cardiogram what Lewis had done for the arrhythmias. He brought a fresh light to bear on the
physical and physiological bases of the normal initial and final deflections, and he entirely changed
our conceptions of the abnormal. His introduction of chest or precordial leads, which had
previously been used only sporadically for recording auricular activity, brought into clinical medicine
a method that entirely revolutionized modern cardiographic practice.

In the early days, some twenty years ago, Wilson was content to face rejection of his theories
by most of his colleagues, confident in the accuracy of the experimental work and the validity of
his mathematical analysis: general acceptance of his views and results was, in fact, delayed for
several years. The place of unipolar lead electrocardiography in medicine today is ample vindica-
tion of the accuracy and importance of his researches.

As one who had the privilege of working for a time as a member of his team, the writer would
like to record his impressions of Wilson, the man. An indefatigable worker, whose sole aim in
all he did was to seek scientific fact, he made no attempt to fit experimental data to a pre-arranged
scheme, but revised hypotheses in the light of observations. One was impressed alike by the care
and forethought which were given to the planning ofcrucial experiments, and by thejudicial impartial
spirit in which the results were scanned. Wilson's integrity was beyond question, and expediency
was never allowed to influence his line of work or his attitude to experimental results. He never
put his name to a paper that was not primarily his own conception and work. The large numbers
of colleagues cited as co-authors (of whom on occasion the writer was one) are evidence of his
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meticulous care that all who worked in his laboratory should share the credit of publication. Wilson
did not reap where he had not sown, and any paper that bore his name was not only planned by
him but almost in its entirety his own work.

The stranger entering his laboratory was given all the privileges of an honoured guest. All his
papers, books, and lantern slides were put at the disposal of the colleague, however junior; he was
given a master key to the laboratories, admitting him at any hour, and encouraged in every way
to make full use of the opportunities afforded by the Heart Station. The whole atmosphere of
the department took its tone from the Chief-happy, friendly, stimulating. He did not dwell in
Olympian detachment, but shared a large office with his two chief assistants and with his guest.
The blackboard and chalk were always at hand to demonstrate afresh some point in mathematics
or physics which arose in discussion; his slides and records were filed at hand for reference and
illustration; his broad experience and deep knowledge were always put at the student's disposal,
patiently and modestly.

Wilson had interests outside medicine, and his particular hobby of bird photography was one
that he adopted from his former chief, Lewis. Some miles from Ann Arbor he had a farm with
fields of millet and other grain which were left unreaped as food for migrant birds; Stockbridge
was a recognized bird sanctuary and visits there with him and his family were a rare pleasure.

His last years were clouded by illness-years of tedium and enforced inactivity that must have
galled his active brain and spirit. It was a great pleasure for many of us in Britain that he and his
wife were able to attend the International Conference of Physicians in London in 1947 so that a
wide circle of European physicians could meet him and hear him speak.

Honours came to him at home and abroad-a Festschrift volume on his sixtieth birthday and
the Gold Heart Medal of the American Heart Association: he was an Honorary Member of our
British Cardiac Society and in 1950 the International Society of Cardiology nominated him as an
Honorary Member. This was the first time such an honour was bestowed and the choice reflected
the view of cardiologists the world over that he was the general constructor of much of modem
electrocardiography.

Wilson was a charming chief, respected and admired by his staff and, for all his modesty and utter
lack of pretension, a naturally accepted leader among his colleagues. There is no question that he
is to be regarded as in the grand tradition of cardiologists, holding an honoured place among those
who have laid the foundations of modern theory and practice in this branch of science.

IAN HILL
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