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Memories of the meetings in Atlantic City of the two major academic medical societies, the AAP and the ASCI, are
enveloped by a vague and unsettling nostalgia. Dominating the scene was the Boardwalk — a site of unexpected
encounters, often with long-forgotten colleagues, evoking a feeling of shared intellectual excitement and rich personal
ties.
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spring meetings were not to become as obsolescent as a gather-
ing of wainwrights. The fragmenting force was clearly that of the 
necessity and the compelling ascendancy of specialization.

“In modern times the constituent branches of medical science 
are so expanded that they are not acquired by any physician in a 
lifetime, and still less by a pupil in his pupilage. The same is true 
even of individual branches.” This early example of Harvard angst 
appeared in the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal in 1850, before 
even the pathogenesis of infectious disease was firmly established 
(9). In subsequent generations, “the explosive growth of the con-
stituent  branches  of  medical  science”  continues  to  fragment 
medicine into subdisciplines based on organ systems or even on 
technologies. As an example, in 2007 a small town of cardiologists 
(>20,000) convened in Orlando, as one of the few venues that could 
accommodate the American Heart Association annual meeting. 
Topics as diverse as myocardial regeneration from stem cells and 
resuscitation science were among the more than 4,000 abstracts 
submitted for that multitude. Similar gatherings occur annually 
for all of the other major specialty societies, many of which are 
themselves further fragmenting into sub-subdisciplines increas-
ingly circumscribed. As do the general societies, the specialists also 
face the challenge of Yeats’s often-quoted line “things fall apart; 
the center cannot hold,” a poetic statement of universal entropy 
(10). In contrast to academic surgery, no specialties have as yet 
split off as separate and distinct islands from internal medicine, 
but a number of expanding peninsulas are clearly apparent. One 
need not doubt that the science and technology of medicine, in 
their totality, are more effectively transmitted when spread out 
thin through many such societies with vast numbers of commit-
ted and sharply focused participants. After all, in science, as in life, 

a truly well-rounded individual may be in danger of having a short 
radius. One can doubt, however, whether the most important 
legacy of Atlantic City, the culture and cohesiveness of academic 
internal medicine, is effectively transmitted thereby.

Fortunately within the current leadership of the spring meet-
ings, Samuel Johnson’s view of history has largely prevailed. Let us 
hope that in a future generation, someone in an analogous fashion 
to the above will find it attractive to compose a brief “Homage to 
Chicago” as a uniquely valuable and singular era and setting for 
academic internal medicine.
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The feeling of congeniality at the Atlantic City meetings of the 
AAP and the ASCI was reinforced by a variety of social features. 
The graciousness and extensive public spaces of the meeting’s 
official hotel, Chalfonte-Haddon Hall — the comfortable loung-
es, meandering  lobby,  shielded sun porch — provided ample 
opportunity for small gatherings, unexpected reunions, and pri-
vate exchanges. Various rituals reinforced the feelings of festive 
reunion: the Surf ’n Sand Bar, Brighton Punch, the late lobster 
dinner at Hackney’s (Figure 1) all contributed to a feeling of 
community and warmth.

From 1932 until 1976, the societies met only in Atlantic City. 
It  should be remembered that during this  interval,  regional 
meetings were few and specialty meetings virtually nonexistent. 

As a consequence, the finest research was presented here to a 
relatively small group of academic scholars. Presentation at the 
Congress Hall on the Steel Pier was the ultimate goal of budding 
investigators no less than exalted professors. The core of medi-
cine was reasonably accessible to nearly everyone, since high 
technology, conceptual as well as technical, did not yet domi-
nate the medical disciplines. It was a thrill to present a paper to 
a select, high-level audience, among whom were many hallowed 
figures in academic medicine.

The Atlantic City meetings nurtured the finest medical research 
embraced by a rich climate of academic collegiality. Maybe the 
science is much better now — more sophisticated, more reduc-
tive, with far greater explanatory power. Maybe the central focus 
on physiologic derangements yielded less profound insight into 
normal and deranged function than the genetic and molecular 
biology of today. Maybe the huge teams of investigators, bringing 
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together diverse disciplines, are far more powerful than the more 
solitary system of the past. Maybe the medical manager is the more 
appropriate leader than the medical scholar.

But something has been sacrificed. The central core of medi-
cine has become gravely weakened; the warmth of academic life 
has to some extent been replaced by impersonality and distance. 
And specialty meetings command the major scientific advances.

It would be foolish not to recognize the tremendous power of 
modern medical science. Everyone must surely acknowledge the 
enormous advance that is the product of specialization, technol-
ogy, and conceptual analysis. But still, the attractiveness of the 

Atlantic City meetings — the qualities of shared knowledge, com-
mon goals, and warm friendships, reinforced by a congenial and 
familiar environment — constitute profound human values. The 
new biology may well be our ultimate medical triumph. But it 
would be nice to imagine how rich life would be if a little of the 
Boardwalk could be injected into the modern academic world.
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Figure 1
A group of diners at Hackney’s Restaurant in Atlantic City, 1959. Left, front to back: Charles G. Spicknall, Marion B. Sulzberger, Morris Ziff, 
Joseph B. Kirsner, John H. Vaughan, Samuel Martin, and Max Miller. Right, front to back: John Rumball, Frank H. Tyler, Julian M. Ruffin, Arthur 
Colwell, Donald W. Seldin, Wade Volwiler, Franz J. Inglefinger, and Ivan Duff.
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The period encompassed by this article begins in 1952 with the 
first meeting of the American Society for Clinical Investigation 
that I attended and ends with the 1975 meeting, when I complet-
ed my year as president and graduated to emeritus membership. 
In 1952 Harry Truman was the president of the United States and 
the Korean War was in full swing. Research was rarely carried out 
by medical students at the time, but I was fortunate to have been 

given the opportunity to spend an extended research elective in 
the hemodynamic research laboratory of Ludwig Eichna at New 
York University and Bellevue Hospital. We studied the hemody-
namics of heart failure, a subject that I have worked on intermit-
tently since then and continue to investigate at present. Eichna 
was the secretary of the ASCI and therefore was quite involved 
in Society matters. He talked to me about them at some length, 
giving me a bird’s-eye view, and arranged for me to accompany 
him to the annual meeting in Atlantic City, New Jersey, then a 
quiet seaside resort.
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