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Joseph Hersey Pratt, M.D.:
The Man Who Would Be Osler

‘6}6’ Charles T. Ambrose, M.D.

Joseph Hersey Pratt (1872—-1956) was a member of the second class of the Johns
Hopkins Medical School, where he became a devoted student of William Osler
and life-long disciple. Pratt received his medical degree in 1898 and spent his
professional career in Boston. He maintained a close association with Osler until
the latter’s death in 1919, when Osler’s deification as a secular medical saint began.
When Pratt died in 1956 at age 83, the Boston Globe eulogized him in an editorial
which read, “Dr. Pratt earned a place in the group of Boston medical immortals
who have done so much to raise the whole standard of medicine in this country”
(Figure 1).! '

Pratt made two significant contributions to American medicine: (1) he origi-
nated the medical practice of group therapy; and (2) he helped establish Boston’s
New England Medical Center. In the 1930s he also pioneered there a novel,
non-analytical approach for treating psychoneuroses, but this contribution has
been obscured by later more enterprising psychologists and psychiatrists who
from 1960s on publicized their own forms of what now is termed behavioral
psychotherapy. This essay reviews briefly Pratt’s career, focuses mainly on his
several medical contributions, and compares the lives of these two memorable
physicians.

Early Life

Pratt was born in 1872, the year young Osler traveled to Burdon Sanderson’s labo-
ratory in London. Pratt grew up in North Middleboro, Massachusetts, 30 miles
due south of Boston and began his medical training at the old Harvard Medical

Presented at the thirty-eighth annual meeting of the American Osler Society in Boston, Mas-
sachusetts, on May 7, 2008.

43
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School on Boylston Street. But after one year, he transferred to the new Johns
Hopkins Medical School in Baltimore because, as he explained, “biochemistry
and especially bacteriology were not fully developed . . . at the old building [off]
Copley Square.”” At Hopkins he came under the influence of the two Williams
there: Osler and Welch.

William Osler’s medical clinics for third and fourth students were full of prac-
tical clinical information and choice aphorisms. Fifty years later Pratt published
his student notes from these clinics in a book entitled A Year with Osler (Figure 2).%
The Johns Hopkins pathologist William H. Welch arranged for Pratt to study
during one summer with a third William—William Councilman, his Harvard
counterpart at the Boston City Hospital. After his graduation, Pratt continued
for four more years working in pathology with Councilman and performed over
three hundred post mortem examinations. On the advice of Osler, in 1902 Pratt
spent a semester with Professor Ludolph von Krehl in Tiibingen, Germany and
while there devised the first accurate counting method for blood platelets. Dur-

¢ ing his post-graduate year in London Osler had been the first to demonstrate
microscopically the involvement of platelets in the clotting of blood.*

After returning from abroad, Pratt sought to support himself in Boston by Figul
a private consulting practice while working as a low-paid medical clinic assistant of Pr:
at the Massachusetts General Hospital and doing laboratory research at Har- with (

vard Medical School. In 1906 the School had moved to new imposing buildings
between Shattuck Street and Longwood Avenue. There Pratt maintained animals
largely at his own expense for studies of the pancreas and biliary system. In a
vacant room he organized a small bacteriology lab and carried out studies on
the typhoid bacillus.” It was here that Pratt gave an elective course in laboratory
research for senior medical students.

During the first decade after his graduation, Pratt published 33 medical
papers in various areas: platelets, diabetes, biliary disorders, typhoid fever, gout,
heart disease, hydrotherapy, and others. In 1908 he declined an offer of profes-
sor of medicine at the University of Michigan’s School of Medicine. In 1909 he

Figure 1. Joseph

H. Prattin 1909

(left) and 1937. Left,
Courtesy: J. H. Pratt,
II. Right, frontispiece
of Anniversary Volume:
Scientific Contributions in
Honor of Joseph Hersey
Pratt on his Sixty-fifth
Birthday. Lancaster, PA:
Lancaster Press; 1937.
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A YEAR WITH OSLER
18961897

Notes taken at his Clinics
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married and began a family. In the years before the First World War, he held an
appointment at Harvard as Assistant in the Theory and Practice of Physic.® At
this period in his career all signs suggested a promising future at the Harvard
Medical School.

But Pratt’s academic hopes were challenged by various groups. Several senior
Boston clinicians judged his commencing a consulting practice so early in his
career as premature and brash. Pratt upset others by being among the first in Bos-
ton to wear a long white laboratory-type coat while examining patients, a custom
he acquired while working in German clinics. Some local physicians apparently
viewed such attire like a tradesman’s smock and thus demeaning to their pro-
fession. But more surprising was the report that several professors regarded his
elective course in laboratory research as an infringement on time which students
should spend seeing patients.”P %6

Pratt compromised his prospects at Harvard further by his annoying frank-
ness and rigid stands on certain medical school issues. He disapproved of changes
in the relations between the Massachusetts General Hospital and the medical
school—changes being promoted by then-Dean Henry A. Christian. A remark
by Pratt accusing him of being “two-faced” was recorded in the diary of Walter
B. Cannon (1871-1945), the renowned Harvard physiologist and influential senior
faculty member.® This and Pratt’s frequent invidious comparison of Harvard with
Hopkins led Cannon to “lose patience” with the young instructor. Years later
Pratt asked his early mentor in Boston, Dr. Councilman, why he (Pratt) had not
advanced at Harvard, and Councilman had replied, “That’s an easy question to
answer; they didn’t like you.”?

Pratt’s affiliation with the medical school quietly ended around 1917. Dur-
ing the period of the First World War, he served at a local army camp screening
recruits and soldiers for tuberculosis and co-authoring a book on tuberculosis.
It’s not clear whether at this time he contracted a mild case of consumption or
experienced a profound period of depression. Several of his children recalled
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their father having “mysterious nightmares” and “two breakdowns in his middle
years.”%p- 323,036, pp-656 Ty g Jetter to Harvey Cushing in 1926, Pratt confided
that “the hearty support and encouragement given by W.O. was a big factor in
keeping up my courage and enthusiasm in the face of local opposition. . . . The
depression years put another strain on Pratt. But the financial demands of his
family with four children were met by the income from his consulting practice
and stringent cconomies in his household.

TB Counseling and Group Therapy

The first of Pratt’s several contributions to medicine was prompted in part by a
paper which Osler published in 1900 entitled “The Home Care of Consump-
tion.”" In it Osler wrote about the majority of consumptives who could not afford
sanatorium care. For them he recommended strict bed rest at home in the fresh
air as a means of replicating the rest cure of the famous Trudeau Sanatorium,
Pratt was then working at the Out-Patient Clinic of the Massachusetts General
Hospital and each week saw new cases of pulmonary tuberculosis among the
growing population of Irish immigrants.
Around 1904 he enlisted twenty or so of his consumptive patients in a treat-
ment program which entailed absolute bed rest at home with outdoor sleeping
arrangements—ifor example, under tents in the back yard or on the roof or in
small make-shift balconies attached to windows. Pratt initially called his approach
the “Home Sanatorium Method.” Patients were instructed to keep an hour-by-
hour diary of their daily activities and were obliged to attend weekly group meet-
ings, where they were examined and their hourly records were reviewed.
The result of Pratt’s program was a 76 percent cure rate as judged by the
absence of fever in patients, by their weight gain and their ability to return to full-
time work.'? He changed the name of his program to the “class method” when
he realized how important the group dynamics were during the class meetings—
for example, patients who endured the often cold sleeping conditions outdoors
encouraged newer ones to persist. Pratt published numerous articles about his Figure3. -
success. Osler wrote to him in 1917, praising these papers and adding that “one H. Pratt Dia:
element you have not laid stress upon—your own personality.”!? Hospital in P
Over the following decades medical clinics elsewhere gradually adopted component 0
Pratt’s class method for counseling groups of patients with other specific chronic ﬂ New Englan
ailments or conditions—for example, diabetes, heart disease, obesity, and preg- Genter. Court
nancy. A recent article in The Wall Street Fournal entitled “Now It’s Mass Medicine” Medical Cen
pictured a contemporary physician addressing a class of patients in a setting
resembling a college seminar."* Pratt’s group approach is his most recognized, wide-
spread contribution to American clinical medicine.

The New England Medical Center

Pratt’s second significant contribution to medicine involved his role in founding
the Tufts-New England Medical Center, now called simply the Tufts Medical
Center. It was established in 1929 in South Boston and began with two clinical
institutions already located there—the Boston Floating Hospital and the Boston
Dispensary.
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Finally, one experienced a great sadness and the other a painful disappoint-
ment. Near the end of his life Osler grieved over his only son killed in the First
World War. During his middle years Pratt suffered a gnawing disappointment
over never having gained upper faculty rank at the Harvard Medical School. But
Pratt’s one son reasoned that if his father had become a professor at Harvard, his
energies would likely have been directed to academic interests there and not to
his later accomplishments, as reviewed above.??-%
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