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He was the most famous doctor of his time, a
tireless worker who revolutionized medical
education and virtually created the modern
hospital. Here, a look at the achievements of
Sir William Osler as part of our occasional

series on great Canadians of the past...

Sir William Osler probably would been a great man
whatever his country of birth, but he may have been
rendered just that much greater by the fact that he was
born in Canada. He was above all a man of character,
and the solid character that made him a hero to the
world was primarily moulded by the rugged challenges
of his early life on the Canadian frontier.

He never lost the perseverance, the pioneering spirit,
the common touch, nor the free and easy manners he
acquired while growing up on the fringes of the
Precambrian wilderness. Though his parents were Eng-
lish, “Willie” Osler, as he called himself, was typically
Canadian in attitude and personality.

The child who would become the leading medical
man of his age was born July 12, 1849, in Bond Head,
a pioneer village of 200 souls in the Lake Simcoe area
of what is now Ontario. He was the son of Featherstone
Lake Osler and the former Ellen Free Pickton, the
eighth and last child in a brood that produced one of
Canada’s most prominent lawyers and one of its lead-
ing financiers.

The senior Oslers had emigrated from Cornwall in
1837 to take charge of the Anglican parishes of
Techumseth and West Gwillimbury, Upper Canada.
Willie’s distinctive olive complexion and blazing black
eyes were attributed to his mother’s “black Celt” Cor-
nish ancestry.

Living in a rambling wooden parsonage which posed
only a faulty defence against the winter cold, the fam-
ily depended on farming to stretch out Canon Osler’s

sparse income. Willy began doing farm chores at an
early age, an experience that evidently helped to de-
velop his astonishing capacity for hard work.

But the minister’s son was no Goody Two Shoes:
once he was expelled from the village school for play-
ing a prank that disrupted classes. The practical jokes
he would practise all his life were an outlet for an
extraordinary store of imagination and energy. While
heading his class and excelling at sports, he found
time in his youth to read widely and pursue a hobby
that proved a key stepping-stone to his life’s work.

This was zoology, a popular pastime among Victo-
rian gentlemen in that golden age of amateur scien-
tists. The lad ranged the nearby woods, streams and
ponds, collecting frogs, fish and insects for examina-
tion under the microscope of his mentor, an eccentric
teacher named William Johnson. Osler became adept
at dissecting, examining, mounting, noting and cata-
loguing specimens.

Microscopes were a novelty in those days, and Osler
was thrilled by the secrets revealed by their lenses. He
found “surpassing beauty” in organisms invisible to
the naked eye. Soon he was collecting and analyzing
microscopic parasites from the flesh and blood of ani-
mals.

Osler was 19 and a second-year scholarship Arts
student in Toronto when he chose to become a doctor.
He threw himself single-mindedly into his courses and
assisted a friendly physician in his practice. He spent
long hours alone dissecting cadavers. As a first-year






