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William Willis, the complete Britisher

Charles R. S. MANDERS
Counsellor (Scientific) British Embassy, Japan

Today is an auspicious day, it is the true birthday of our Queen, Elizabeth II ; the reputed birthday of
Shakespeare our most noted poet and playwright, whilst the English community in Tokyo today celebrates St.
George’s Day, the day of the patron Saint of England.

William Willis, the complete Britisher

[.come from a country made up of four countries-England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland —and its cor-
rect name is the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Our national flag combines four flags.

William Willis, whose services we celebrate today, was a complete Britisher. He was born in County Fermanagh
of Northern Ireland in 1837. He obtained his doctorate (M.D. Edin.) from the University of Edinburgh in Scotland
in 1859. Moving next to England he spent two years as House Physician at the well-known Middlesex Hospital in
London and qualified as a Member of the Royal College of Physicians (M.R.C.P. Lond.). For three years after his
period in Japan Willis joined his brother in practise in Wales. In commemoration of these facts may I present to the
Medical School Library these books on Ireland, Scotland, England, London and Wales?

Character

Quite close to where William Willis was born is the town of Enniskillen, a town that has given its name to two
famous regiments of the British Army, the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers and the Royal Inniskilling Dragoons. It is
also a fact that a disproportionate number of notable British military leaders have come from Northern Ireland.
[t was natural, therefore, that William Willis should have been bold and adventurous and it is not surprising that
he should have come to Japan-no small undertaking 100 years ago!

Further qualifications

Willis came to Edo in 1861 as Medical Officer to the British Legation, forerunner of the Embassy which I serve.
His medical qualifications were, even then, particularly good. As a student at Edinburgh Willis was unusually for-
tunate. The three leading surgeons of the day, one of them possibly the greatest surgeon ever, were his teachers.
James Syme was Professor of Surgery and Dean of Medicine, a pioneer in the use of anaesthetics. James Young
Simpson was Professor of Midwifery and the first in Britain to see the advantages of ether which he introduced in
1846. A year later Simpson introduced chloroform as general anaesthetic. Joseph Lister was assistant to Syme and
in 1857 produced his classic paper “The Early Stages of Inflammation”. It was Lister who introduced catgut liga-
ture for wounds, the new type dressing of medicated absorbent gauze, aseptic surgery and germ-free operating
rooms. These latter were achieved by the liberal spraying of 5% phenol. Willis drew inspiration from the greatest
medical men of his time and brought their medical technology to Japan.

A year after the return to England in 1882 Willis obtained the Fellowship of the Royal College of Surgeons
(F.R.C.S.) —the qualification of a leading surgeon specialist. In 1893, the year before his death, he gained the
Diploma in Public Health (D.P.H.), the qualification sought by preventive medicine specialists. William Willis was
an excellent medical man adding to his knowledge, experience and qualifications throughout his career.

The Period in Japan

In 1868, after six years’ work at the British Legation Willis resigned his post and offered his services to the
Japanese. At the time [ believe some surprise was expressed that Willis treated wounded of both Government and
insurgent armies. [ would merely comment that the Medical profession is degraded when it puts politics before
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human suffering. Willis never forgot the Hippocratic oath. When peace came he was put in charge of a newly-built
large Government Hospital and was instrumental in setting up for the Government the Tokyo Medical School which
has since become the Medical School of Tokyo University. In 1870 came the invitation from General Saigo for Willis
to come to Kagoshima. In 1868 Willis was only 31 years of age but he was already possessed of experience far in
excess of his years. It is much to the credit of the Japanese Government and of the authorities in Kagoshima that
they supported this brilliant young man so strongly. Willis worked in Kagoshima for the twelve highly productive
and, at times, greatly disturbed years that are in our minds today. He left Japan in 1882 never to return.

Why did he leave?

Now Willis had a wife and family in Kagoshima. His services had been warmly appreciated and, | am pleased
to note, he had received a generous salary. The work had been most rewarding. Not a few early pupils had proved
extremely competent and there was every reason to expect continued success. There must too have been a strong
loyalty to the memory of Saigo Takamori and others. However Willis left in 1882 and I suppose every future biog-
rapher will find a different reason for his departure. I have been a professor and know that a stage comes when the
sensible teacher steps back and lets the pupils take over, adding to the subject something of their personalities and
something from their understanding of the national and local background conditions. By 1882 Willis undoubtedly
saw that the time had come for him to step back.

Why did Willis stay so long?

You remember that in September 1862 there was an unfortunate incident near Yokohama in which two British
were seriously wounded and one life was lost. This was followed in August 1863 by the appearance of a British
Naval Squadron of seven ships in Kagoshima Bay. These were fired upon and there was some bombardment of the
city. Out of these unpromising incidents, however, has blossomed forth a firm friendship. Many will say,
Kagoshima, city of Sakurajima—I say, Kagoshima, cradle of Anglo-Japanese friendship! Naturally William Willis
was happy here.

It is with the greatest pleasure that I congratulate the grandchildren of William Willis, who are here today,
upon their inspiring grandfather of whom Great Britain is justly proud. [ am sure that having a famous British
grandfather cannot always have been easy for you.

It is now a hundred years since William Willis introduced British medicine into Japan, teaching for a few
months in Tokyo before proceeding to his main work in Kagoshima. I trust this happy association in the medical
field between my country and Japan will continue and that the Medical School of Kagoshima University will find
the next hundred years filled with excitement and success. (Address from centenary cerebration of introduction of
British medicine into Japan on April 21st, 1968).
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