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Editorial

The heart to heart stuff

It was the Easter Sunday night in 1921. Otto Loewi, then Professor of
Pharmacology at Graz, got out of bed to scribble the plan of an experiment.
Next morning, he neither remembered the plan, nor could he read his sleepy
scrawl. One can imagine what a restless Monday he had. On Monday night,
his thoughts presumably continued to scan his brain for the lost idea, and the
search was fruitful. He woke up around three in the morning, and instead of
risking another sleepy note, he proceeded to the lab to perform the experiment.
By 5 a.m. on Tuesday, he had made a discovery (1).

His experiment, well known to medical scientists, was briefly as follows.
He stimulated the vagus nerve of an isolated frog heart, which inhibited the
heart beat. Then he transferred the Ringer solution from the heart to another
isolated heart. This step inhibited the heart beat of the second heart as well.
He proposed that vagal stimulation led to the release of a chemical which
inhibited the heart. He tentatively named the chemical ‘vagusstoff’, or vagus
substance. His subsequent experiments, performed with his colleague, E. Navratil,
employed physostigmine, and led to the identification of vagus substance with
acetylcholine. The importance of the discovery lay in that it was the first
conclusive demonstration that nerves mediated their effect through the release
of a chemical substance.

Otto Loewi was born in 1873 at Frankfurt. As a medical student, he
missed many medical lectures to attend those at the philosophical faculty (2).
Soon after graduation, he worked as a clinician. But the high mortality of
patients with tuberculosis and pneumonia due to limitations of medical knowledge
prompted him to switch over to basic medical sciences. Besides cardiac physiology,
he also made significant contributions to nutritional and renal physiology.
Although he discovered vagustoff in 1921, he received the Nobel Prize only
in 1936, which he shared with his lifelong friend, Sir Henry Dale. Soon after
that, in the evening of his career, he was the victim of the German invasion
of Austria in 1938. He was forced to leave, and compelled to transfer the
Nobel Prize money to a Nazi-controlled bank. After spending some time in
Brussels and then Oxford, he finally settled in USA in 1940 as Research
Professor of Pharmacology in George Wallace’s lab at New York University.
His eventful life came to an end in 1961. On the 30th anniversary of his death,
and the 70th anniversary of his discovery, we are proud to pay him a tribute
with a quotation from Tom Wolfe: “The inventor needs only one thing, which
is as free as the air: a terrific idea.”
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