Endpage to the Memoirs of Allen Oldfather whipple

By Moshe Schein
“But I know that I am living on borrowed time, and am ready to go whenever the time comes.”  And indeed, a few months after writing this passage Allen Whipple died.  More about his last years we learn from Dr. Bing and his son – Whipple’s grandson.  The death of his beloved wife “Mum”, a few years prior, was such a disaster to Whipple that he refused to talk further about her.  At that time he also cared for his son “Bumps”, who suffered from end-stage cirrhosis of the liver, and passed away just eight days before his heartbroken father.

Why would we want to read any memoir of a great person?  First, to learn about how he became “great”-- his family, childhood, education, socioeconomic milieu—in brief, the pathway to greatness.  Secondly, to find out how did he reach the point of eminence in his specific field; in this case, how exactly did Whipple developed his original and long lasting contributions to the fields of pancreatic and portal hypertension surgery. Third, for the pleasure of discovering the real character behind the “personality”—his greatness as well as his flaws. Fourth, for the historical perspective: how did the world change during the person’s life, how did he perceive the historical events evolving around him-- as a participant or innocent bystander. And, of course, we enjoy any piquant gossip about other characters, be they famous or mortals.  But memoirs such as this one should be also read for the above- mentioned things, which are missing. And then, by explaining why they are missing we can learn more about the raconter.

In the introduction to his manuscript the aging Whipple, who probably embarked on this writing project five years before his death, prepares the reader for possible disappointments: “Most autobiographies are unsatisfactory not only because of a disinclination to reveal the inner self, but because we often do not know ourselves, or, still more important, because the writers do not know how to tell the little they do know.”  Whipple, however, believes that his life story is worth writing about: “Perhaps an unusual childhood in a missionary family in a foreign and ancient country, with a background of travel and early familiarity with five languages, living in many different places in this country and abroad, a professional life in a large university and hospital in a great metropolis, all during a period of some eighty years of unparalleled scientific progress and two World Wars, makes this record of making adjustments by this persona somewhat unusual and of interest to his relatives.”  

From the beginning Whipple warns the readers that he is not going to open his heart–even though he writes for “his relatives” and “those near and dear to me”.  Whipple writes: “All of us, even the most simple as well as the most sophisticated, lead two lives.  In one we are engaged in eating and drinking, in working and playing, in carrying on our social activities. [about this aspect of his life he writes plenty!]  In the other are comprehended our loving and hating, our joys and sorrows, our ambitions and disappointments, our philosophy, our religion.  Of the latter aspects of our lives the world knows little, for civilized man, especially the Anglo-Saxon, has trained himself to temper his emotional reactions and to conceal his deepest thoughts and feelings.”  And indeed, Whipple –who through his own words shines as an ultimate gentleman of Anglo-Saxon his lineage” --fails to convey not only his inner world but also that of any of the myriad characters he mentions.  Thus, because “this autobiography cannot pretend to be complete in any way, just a record of times and happenings in my own life and that of those near and dear to me,” the editors wish to offer some perspective.  

There is no doubt that Whipple was a most remarkable, multi-faceted person—sort of a natural star: already in Princeton he was voted as the “man most likely to succeed in later life”.  And succeeded he did: as early as thirteen years after graduation from Medical School he became the Chairman of Surgery in a prestigious New York ivory tower. To climb rapidly from a relatively modest socioeconomic background, and to stay long in power, as a popular leader, clinician, educator, researcher and a socialite, in addition to his personal charm, intellect and brilliant surgical mind, he surely had to use also his well-developed old boys network –acquired in Princeton and cultivated henceforth.  Whipple’s immense professional accomplishments are perhaps best summarized in the citation read during the Bigelow Medal award ceremony in Boston, 1941 (see chapter 20).  

Whipple himself admits that “this (is) rather casual story of my doing” but even for a “causal story” we find it below expectations.  We expected much more from a medical intellectual and a “man of the world”.  Remarkably little he writes about his surgical training, about how did he “discover” the Whipple syndrome and how did he develop his Whipple’s procedure.  Instead he seems to write in a voice of an old gentleman –remote from surgery itself—who now cherishes more his personal fame than the actual details of the achievements, which brought the fame.  

Despite his self-declared proud “stiff upper lip” Whipple’s persona exudes from the pages: a charming socialite with a pipe stem between his teeth, Whipple seems to represent a perfect exemplar of a successful member of the upper middle class of his days.  His privileged life included membership in prestigious clubs, a country home and a long series of family vacations in resorts frequented by his equals.  Although described by others of “modest self-appraisal” in his memoir Whipple enjoys dropping famous names and his associations with them—repeatedly emphasizing the privileges bestowed on him through such association.   Whipple’s numerous hobbies and interests are recounted in chapter 20—a lesson to surgeons how side interests may enhance the quality of life during years of practice and especially beyond. 

Whipple travels extensively, alone and with his family. He seems to enjoy traveling very much and thus a large part of his memoirs represents sort of a travelogue –partially reconstructed from old letters and diaries of his children.  Large sections which details Whipple journeys are repetitive and ordinary (“We went, we slept, we ate..”) and thus were excluded by us from the text; the remaining, though of some interest, suffer from the general malady of Whipple’s narrative: we see houses (lots of details about furniture) but are not told about the people who live within; we are told about “most interesting” conversations with “remarkable persons” but learn nothing on what was said and why the persons were remarkable.  “Delicious” food is being consumed and wine drunk—albeit without colorful details to stimulate our sense.  The emphasis on banalities and omission of information pertinent to the times is in itself fascinating: “A hot bath at the hotel in Berlin and a very good dinner that evening restored our humor and prepared us to see the funny and stilted side of the Nazi regime that was evident all about us.” (Chapter 12).  But nothing about the “less funny” side of the Nazi regimen.  Whipple tells us about numerous international surgical meeting, but almost nothing about its contents; instead he dwells repeatedly on the grand parties which accompanied them: “…the most beautiful of the women that we saw in Sweden -- and there were many such beauties in that country. The table decorations were unusual…all the "skaaling" was done with French Champagne, and everyone was "skaaled", so you can imagine how gay the party became before the ceremonies were over…but what a party that was!” (chapter 13).  Is this what an aging giant of surgery remembers most at the twilights of his life?
A master surgeon, but probably not a master writer Whipple does not attempt to develop his characters. Thus for example, when in chapter 8 we read about him going to Baltimore to meet with Halsted, instead of learning more about Halsted and what he had to say, we are treated to a tale about a broken window.  Whipple chooses however to dwell about his meeting with Pope Pius XII in 1941(chapter 15), describing him as “one of the really few holy men that I have met, very simple in manner, but with the greatest sincerity of the few persons.”  Surprisingly, even many years after that war Whipple fails to acknowledge the controversial—if not negative-- role of that Pope during the war.  

 


As a white American protestant of Scottish extraction Whipple is not shy of making unexpected remarks, which probably were the standard of his days.  In chapter 5 he writes: “If I had had much respect for the red man, I certainly lost it after seeing these and other Ojibwa Indians”.  And about the Irish in chapter 16: “We flew to Ireland and had to stay in Limerick for three days where we got a good idea of the whimsical and shiftless ways of many of the Irish.”  He likes French food and wine but less its surgery: “for what I saw of it was fast, careless, and with bad technique, and too many organs were removed with improper diagnoses.” (chapter 10).  Continental Europe for him appears a fascinating playground of landscapes, art, architecture and culinary delights but only Britain could successfully compete in his heart with the American home.

 

Whipple fascination with Persia and the rest of the Middle East appear nostalgic in nature.  His early life memories probably feed his nostalgia for the views, smells and history and languages of this region. But traveling again through the provinces of his childhood, disliking the flies, dust and heat, and liking to be pampered by the local aristocracy and imminent expatriates, he fails to convey an empathy to the people of the region.  Traveling through Palestine in 1947 (chapter 18).  Whipple mentions Jews only as “radicals” or “terrorists but does not mention them in his New York and WW –II accounts. ” and is not shy to express his pro-Arabic bias. 

Whatever comments we make about this personal memoir of the old surgeon, we enjoy reading it for what it is: a snapshot of a surgical innovator and his personal life, while in the background we see a past time in American and international surgery—and further behind-- the surrounding world.  As long as we’ll continue performing the Whipple operation we’ll want to read about him.  Sooner or later, when less radical alternatives will appear—and they will—this book will join others under the clouds of dust in obscure libraries*.

 

The Editors

 

* Medical fame, after all, and at its best, is limited to a very restricted audience. Libraries are crowded with the biographies of soldiers, statesmen, monarchs, orators, scientists, inventors, navigators, explorers, bank burglars, detectives, and philanthropists; and if a library happens to contain a book or two upon physicians, these books will be found tossed unread on the topmost shelf (--J. Chalmers Da Costa, 1863-1933).
 

Here I bring the piece again with explanation mainly for Dr. Bing.

Te text marked in yellow is “positive”, the one in gray could be viewed as “negative “—the non-marked text is “neutral”. In pink my comments
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“But I know that I am living on borrowed time, and am ready to go whenever the time comes.”  And indeed, a few months after writing this passage Allen Whipple died.  More about his last years we learn from Dr. Bing and his son – Whipple’s grandson.  The death of his beloved wife “Mum”, a few years prior, was such a disaster to Whipple that he refused to talk further about her.  At that time he also cared for his son “Bumps”, who suffered from end-stage cirrhosis of the liver, and passed away just eight days before his heartbroken father.

Why would we want to read any memoir of a great person?  First, to learn about how he became “great”-- his family, childhood, education, socioeconomic milieu—in brief, the pathway to greatness.  Secondly, to find out how did he reach the point of eminence in his specific field; in this case, how exactly did Whipple developed his original and long lasting contributions to the fields of pancreatic and portal hypertension surgery. Third, for the pleasure of discovering the real character behind the “personality”—his greatness as well as his flaws. Fourth, for the historical perspective: how did the world change during the person’s life, how did he perceive the historical events evolving around him-- as a participant or innocent bystander. And, of course, we enjoy any piquant gossip about other characters, be they famous or mortals.  But memoirs such as this one should be also read for the above- mentioned things, which are missing. And then, by explaining why they are missing we can learn more about the raconter.

 

In the introduction to his manuscript the aging Whipple, who probably embarked on this writing project five years before his death, prepares the reader for possible disappointments: “Most autobiographies are unsatisfactory not only because of a disinclination to reveal the inner self, but because we often do not know ourselves, or, still more important, because the writers do not know how to tell the little they do know.”  Whipple, however, believes that his life story is worth writing about: “Perhaps an unusual childhood in a missionary family in a foreign and ancient country, with a background of travel and early familiarity with five languages, living in many different places in this country and abroad, a professional life in a large university and hospital in a great metropolis, all during a period of some eighty years of unparalleled scientific progress and two World Wars, makes this record of making adjustments by this persona somewhat unusual and of interest to his relatives.”  

 


From the beginning Whipple warns the readers that he is not going to open his heart–even though he writes for “his relatives” and “those near and dear to me”.  Whipple writes: “All of us, even the most simple as well as the most sophisticated, lead two lives.  In one we are engaged in eating and drinking, in working and playing, in carrying on our social activities. [about this aspect of his life he writes plenty!]  In the other are comprehended our loving and hating, our joys and sorrows, our ambitions and disappointments, our philosophy, our religion.  Of the latter aspects of our lives the world knows little, for civilized man, especially the Anglo-Saxon, has trained himself to temper his emotional reactions and to conceal his deepest thoughts and feelings.”  And indeed, Whipple –who through his own words shines as an ultimate gentleman of Anglo-Saxon his lineage” --fails to convey not only his inner world but also that of any of the myriad characters he mentions.  Thus, because “this autobiography cannot pretend to be complete in any way, just a record of times and happenings in my own life and that of those near and dear to me,” the editors wish to offer some subjective perspective.  Since we do not have a first-hand knowledge of Dr. Whipple our perspective must be solely based on Whipple’s text, and also because Whipple himself may have underestimated his accomplishments –our comments may be biased and inaccurate.   For that reason we invited Dr. Bing to add below an account on the man he knew personally so well and to rebuttal our criticism. 
 

There is no doubt that Whipple was a most remarkable, multi-faceted person—sort of a natural star: already in Princeton he was voted as the “man most likely to succeed in later life”.  And succeeded he did: as early as thirteen years after graduation from Medical School he became the Chairman of Surgery in a prestigious New York ivory tower. To climb rapidly from a relatively modest socioeconomic background, and to stay long in power, as a popular leader, clinician, educator, researcher and a socialite, in addition to his personal charm, intellect and brilliant surgical mind, he surely had to use also his well-developed connections old boys network –acquired in Princeton and cultivated henceforth.  Whipple’s immense professional accomplishments are perhaps best summarized in the citation read during the Bigelow Medal award ceremony in Boston, 1941 (see chapter 20).  Without any doubts Whipple has been a “giant” of American surgery locally in New York and nationally.  

 


Whipple himself admits that “this (is) rather casual story of my doing” but even for a “causal story” we find it below expectations.  We expected much more from a medical intellectual and a “man of the world”.  Remarkably little he writes about his surgical training, about how did he “discover” the Whipple syndrome and how did he develop his Whipple’s procedure.  Instead he seems to write in a voice of an old gentleman –remote from surgery itself—who now cherishes more his personal fame than the actual details of the achievements, which brought the fame.  

 


Despite his self-declared proud “stiff upper lip” Whipple’s persona exudes from the pages: a charming socialite (although according to Dr. Bing, stern at home), with a pipe stem between his teeth, Whipple seems to represent a perfect exemplar of a successful member of the upper middle class of his days.  His privileged life included membership in prestigious clubs, a country home and a long series of family vacations in resorts frequented by his equals.  Although described by others of “modest self-appraisal” in his memoir Whipple enjoys dropping famous names and his associations with them—repeatedly emphasizing the privileges bestowed on him through such association.   Whipple’s numerous hobbies and interests are recounted in chapter 20—a lesson to surgeons how side interests may enhance the quality of life during years of practice and especially beyond. 

 


Whipple travels extensively, alone and with his family. He seems to enjoy traveling very much and thus a large part of his memoirs represents sort of a travelogue –partially reconstructed from old letters and diaries of his children.  Large sections which details Whipple journeys are repetitive and ordinary (“We went, we slept, we ate..”) and thus are were excluded by us from the text; the remaining, though of some interest, suffer from the general malady of Whipple’s narrative: we see houses (lots of details about furniture) but are not told about the people who live within; we are told about “most interesting” conversations with “remarkable persons” but learn nothing on what was said and why the persons were remarkable.  “Delicious” food is being consumed and wine drunk—albeit without colorful details to stimulate our sense.  The emphasis on banalities and omission of information pertinent to the times is in itself fascinating: “A hot bath at the hotel in Berlin and a very good dinner that evening restored our humor and prepared us to see the funny and stilted side of the Nazi regime that was evident all about us.” (Chapter 12).  But nothing about the “less funny” side of the Nazi regimen.  Whipple tells us about numerous international surgical meeting, but almost nothing about its contents; instead he dwells repeatedly on the grand parties which accompanied them: “…the most beautiful of the women that we saw in Sweden -- and there were many such beauties in that country. The table decorations were unusual…all the "skaaling" was done with French Champagne, and everyone was "skaaled", so you can imagine how gay the party became before the ceremonies were over…but what a party that was!” (chapter 13).  Is this what an aging giant of surgery remembers most at the twilights of his life?
 

A master surgeon, but probably not a master writer Whipple does not attempt to develop his characters. Thus for example, when in chapter 8 we read about him going to Baltimore to meet with Halsted, instead of learning more about Halsted and what he had to say, we are treated to a tale about a broken window.  Whipple chooses however to dwell about his meeting with Pope Pius XII in 1941(chapter 15), describing him as “one of the really few holy men that I have met, very simple in manner, but with the greatest sincerity of the few persons.”  Surprisingly, even many years after that war Whipple fails to acknowledge the controversial—if not negative-- role of that Pope during the war.  

 


As a white American protestant of Scottish extraction Whipple is not shy of making unexpected remarks, which perhaps probably were the standard of his days.  In chapter 5 he writes: “If I had had much respect for the red man, I certainly lost it after seeing these and other Ojibwa Indians”.  And about the Irish in chapter 16: “We flew to Ireland and had to stay in Limerick for three days where we got a good idea of the whimsical and shiftless ways of many of the Irish.”  He likes French food and wine but less its surgery: “for what I saw of it was fast, careless, and with bad technique, and too many organs were removed with improper diagnoses.” (chapter 10).  Continental Europe for him appears a fascinating playground of landscapes, art, architecture and culinary delights but only Britain could successfully compete in his heart with the American home.
 Well, these are his statements. I wrote that such attitude were prevalent during his days.  The Bings may try to explain them. 


Whipple fascination with Persia and the rest of the Middle East are appear nostalgic in nature.  His early life memories probably feed his nostalgia for the views, smells and history and languages of this region. But traveling again through the provinces of his childhood, disliking the flies, dust and heat, and liking to be pampered by the local aristocracy and imminent expatriates, he fails to convey an empathy to the people of the region.  Traveling through Palestine in 1947 (chapter 18).  Whipple mentions Jews only as “radicals” or “terrorists but does not mention them in his New York and WW –II accounts. ” and is not shy to express his pro-Arabic bias. 

Well, I do not say that W. hated Jews.  But just “wonder”…there is large body of data around about the institutional anti-Semitism at the C & P Hospital in the 19th and early 20th century.  Same applies to the WASPY clubs on the east coast which until well after WW II did not except Jews to their country and gold clubs. The oral history in this town maintains that W. did not “like” Jews.  I omit all of this but one neutral-observational sentence would show that the editors noted this small abnormality in W. text-and let’s the Bings write how much he loved Jews, Arabs and Blacks from their personal experience…and I am open to further changes here…
However non-perfect is Whatever comments we make about this personal memoir of the old surgeon, we enjoy reading it for what it is: a snapshot of a surgical innovator and his personal life, while in the background we see a past time in American and international surgery—and further behind-- the surrounding world.  As long as we’ll continue performing the Whipple operation we’ll want to read about him.  Sooner or later, when less radical alternatives will appear—and they will—this book will join others under the clouds of dust in obscure libraries*.
{Dr. Bing objected to the last paragraph but this is the truth of history.  Books about dead famous people gather dust and are out of print only few years later.  In 100 years from now no one will buy books even about Winston Churchill-- except a few devoted scholars.  The quote below is by Da Costa who was a “giant” US surgeon from the turn of this century—in his time as remarkable as Whipple.  Who knows of him today? Who buys his books?  Whipple was “lucky” that the operation he helped to develop (he was not its only originator) “managed” to retain his name—this is what prevented his name from disappearing and once the operation won’t be performed it will disappear.  So is the nature of history and the Bibgs should understand it.  And anyway , if they want to calim otherwise let them do so in their REBUTAL)  

 

The Editors

 

* Medical fame, after all, and at its best, is limited to a very restricted audience. Libraries are crowded with the biographies of soldiers, statesmen, monarchs, orators, scientists, inventors, navigators, explorers, bank burglars, detectives, and philanthropists; and if a library happens to contain a book or two upon physicians, these books will be found tossed unread on the topmost shelf (--J. Chalmers Da Costa, 1863-1933).
