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J. M. D. Olmsted, 

Physiologist and Historian 

James Montrose Duncan Olmsted, 
emeritus professor o f  physiology, Uni-
versity o f  California, died 26 May 1956 
in his home in Berkeley at the age o f  70 
years. Sincerely mourned by a host o f  col- 
leagues and pupils, Olmsted combined 
marked gentleness o f  demeanor and char- 
acter with high scholarly standards. 
Under his aegis, his department, which 
had lacked luster after the departure o f  
Jacques Loeb, regained distinction in 
both teaching and research. Olmsted had 
been a pupil o f  G. H.  Parker, a Rhodes 
scholar at Oxford,  and a former col- 
league o f  McLeod at Toronto. He medi- 
ated satisfactory relationships with the 
University o f  California School o f  Med- 
icine as well as with the Berkeley under- 
graduate and graduate curricula. T h e  
success o f  Olmsted's department can be 
attributed not only to  his urbanity but 
to his vision and perspective, and his ap- 
pointments to  his staff indicated a capac- 
ity to correctly estimate talents in  quite 
diverse personalities. His field o f  personal 
preference in the medical teaching pro- 
gram concerned the physiology o f  the 
organs o f  special sense, a subject to which 
he contributed by  researches on the eye 
and a subject reviewed by h i m  in  the 
Annual Reviews of Physiology and han- 
dled by h i m  in the Bard-McLeod text-
book. 

His scientific contributions, as senior 
author and coauthor, include consider- 
ably more than 100 papers. Beginning 
with a chemical contribution from Ox-  
ford, he quickly entered the realm o f  gen- 
eral physiology in  experiments on lower 
organisms at Bermuda, Wood's Hole, and 
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elsewhere, and, in  this field, he published 
a beautiful paper ["The nerve as a for- 
mative influence in  the development o f  
taste buds," J .  Comp .  Neurology 31, 465 
(1920)] on the effects o f  cutting the 
branches o f  the seventh cranial nerve to  
the barbels o f  the catfish. Here he estab- 
lished the degeneration o f  the taste buds 
subsequent to nerve section, their regen- 
eration only after regeneration o f  the 
nerves, and nerve penetration into the 
germinative layer o f  the epidermis, lead- 
ing to the formation o f  dermal papillae 
and then taste buds. 

O n  joining the staff at Toronto, he  
enthusiastically entered the field o f  mam- 
malian and human physiology, at the 
t ime that the Toronto discovery o f  in- 
sulin, its preparation, and the study o f  
its effects created a classical epoch in  
insulin research. Olmsted's examination 
o f  the effect o f  insulin on the nervous 
system was an important part o f  the 
pioneer Toronto program. Indeed, two 
o f  the most important subsequent dis-
coveries in  this field-the hypersensitiv-
ity to insulin o f  hypophysectomized ani- 
mals and the "diabetogenic" effect o f  the 
anterior pituitary-were clearly recog-
nized in  the paper by  Olmsted and Logan 
o f  October 1923. 

Olmsted is to  be credited with out- 
standing achievement i n  his studies o n  
the history o f  physiology and especially 
in four enjoyable and authoritative biog- 
raphies o f  Magendie, Claude Bernard, 
and Brown-Sequard. In  one o f  these he  
was joined by his wife,  Evangeline Harris 
Olmsted. T h e  personalities described 
in  these works [Claude Bernard, Physio- 
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logist (Harper, New York and London, 
1938); Francois Magendie, Pioneer i n  
Experimental Plzysiology and Scientific 
Medicine in X I X  Century France (Schu-
man, New York,  1944);Charles-Edouard 
Brown-Sequard, a Nineteenth Century 
Neurologist and Endocrinologist (Johns 
Hopkins Press, Baltimore, 1946);with E. 
Harris Olmsted, Claude Bernard and the 
Experimental Method in  Medicine 
(Schuman, New York ,  1952)] were re- 
sponsible for the rise o f  experimental 
physiology in  France, and Olmsted's por- 
trayal combined literary charm with sci- 
entific accuracy. It is a surprising fact 
that no French scholar had discerned or 
taken advantage o f  the opportunity to  
chronicle the lives o f  these scientists and 
significant that the Parisian Academy o f  
Science recognized Olmsted's successful 
achievement by awarding h i m  its Prix 
Binoux and the French National Acad- 
emy o f  Medicine by  awarding h i m  its 
Prix de Martignoni. 

How he came to write these biogra- 
phies is told in  a very charming way i n  a 
short article that he wrote for his under- 
graduate college, appearing in  the Mid- 
dlebury College News Letter. I t  may, 
perhaps, be mentioned that Olmsted con- 
tributed superbly succinct summaries o f  
Claude Bernard's discovery o f  glycogen 
and its role in  carbohydrate metabolism 
to Diabetes in  1953 and to the Journal 
of the American Dietetic Association in  
1954. 

Olmsted's cultural interests, shared 
with his wi fe ,  included participation 
with a small group o f  other faculty mem-  
bers in amateur theatrical performances. 
Professor Olmsted painted, and with 
talent, and was pleased to be a member 
o f  the San Francisco Association o f  Art- 
ists. 

His l i fe  is surely a reminder that, al-
though controversy and indeed hostility 
may arise i n  human affairs, they would 
not appear to be ineluctable and that 
modesty and kindliness ideally accom-
pany all endeavor. 

HERBERT M .  EVANS 
Institute of Experimental Biology, 
University of California, Berkeley 
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