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Melville Schachter died in London on 
May 18, after a long illness, aged 79 
years. 

Schachter, known to everyone as Mel, 
studied at McGill University, Montreal 
and graduated MD in 1946. Mel 
published his first paper in 1942, whilst 
still a graduate student of Professor 
Babkin. It was concerned with the war 
effort and Mel was charged with 
investigating whether brain acetylcholine 
content rose during motion sickness. 
This was to set the pattern for the rest of 
his career and, apart from minor 
excursions into clinical problems, he was 
a basic biomedical scientist until he 
retired. Much of his early work 
concerned the control of gastric acid 
secretion, work he initiated in 1947 as 
an assistant professor in the Department 
of Physiology at Dalhousie University, 
Nova Scotia. He liked to describe his 
speciality by the term autopharmacology, 
coined by Dale, for the study of 
endogenous pharmacodynamic agents. 
In 1950 he moved to the National 
Institute of Medical Research at Mill 
Hill, London, where he worked both with 
Wilhelm Feldberg and with Bill Paton, 
on problems related to histamine, its 
release and effects of antagonists. After 
three years he moved to the Lister 
Institute and then, in 1954, to University 
College, London as Lecturer, and later 
Reader, in Physiology. In 1954 he found 
that wasp venom contained a pre-formed 
peptide with similar actions to 
substance DK (lysylbradykinin, kallidin) 
discovered by Werle in 1937 in Germany 
and to bradykinin discovered by Rocha e 
Silva in 1949 in S. America. He 
persuaded both of these scientists to send 
him samples and concluded that 
DK, bradykinin and the wasp venom 
peptide were virtually identical 
pharmacologically, coining the name 

"kinins" for this generic group of 
peptides. He was to spend the rest of 
his career studying the actions of this 
group of peptides, their genesis and 
removal. While at University College he 
acted as a consultant to the Parke-Davis 
Company, working with HOJ Collier on 
the bronchoconstriction caused by 
bradykinin. They showed that the effects 
of the peptide could be antagonised by 
aspirin. In later life he liked to consider 
how that observation might have been 
taken forward, as the whole eicosanoid 
story unfolded. 

In 1965 Mel and his family returned to 
Canada where he became the Professor 
and Head of the Department of 
Physiology at the University of Alberta 
in Edmonton, a position he retained until 
his official retirement in 1986. Here he 
built a strong research and teaching 
department, concentrating his own 
researches on the immunohistochemistry 
of kallikrein. He believed that if it were 
known where kinins were generated 
within the body this would provide clues 
as to their functions. 

Mel was a man of very strong views and 
particularly disliked the idea that 
individuals could claim any scientific 
discovery for themselves. Rather he 
considered, without exception, that all 
built on what had gone before and each 
generated new footholds upon which 
others would climb. He was a great 
devotee of the Russian geographer, 
savant, revolutionary and nihilist Peter 
Kropotkin*, often quoting large pieces of 
his writings to support an argument he 
was making. Mel and his wife, Ruth, 
were generous and kindly hosts, where 
talk was always fascinating and giving 
infinite opportunities for further thought 
after leaving. 



After retirement Mel and Ruth returned 
to London, where Mel continued to work 
in an honorary capacity, first at 
University College, London and 
afterwards in the Department of 
Pharmacology at King's College, 
Chelsea Campus. There he carried on 
with his research on kinins but 
increasingly interested himself in the 
work of young students, giving them the 
benefit of a lifetime's experience. His 
lifetime's work on kinins was recognised 
in 1995, at the International Conference 
on Kinins held in Denver, Colorado, 
when he was awarded the Frey-Werle 
Medal, the highest honour in the field. 
Unfortunately, Mel was not sufficiently 

*Peter Kropotkin (1842-1931) was born in 

Moscow into an aristocratic family and 
subsequently lived in Russia, Switzerland, 
France, England and the USA, often moving 
on when his views became unpopular with 
the authorities. Although Kropotkin 
criticised Charles Darwin, he was an 
enthusiast for science and the scientific 
method, seeing in it a new way of 
understanding the world empirically, rather 
than being constrained by traditions, 
mysticism, and hierarchies. Kropotkin felt 
that the State and its institutions should be 
observed, studied, and questioned, not 
simply accepted: "Anarchism has 
approachedthe study of the State exactly in 
the manner the [scientist] approaches the 
study of social life among bees, ants and 
birds". 

"He who first observed that... when the 
barometerisfalling a greateramountof rain 
falls than when it is rising- that man surely 
made a scientific discovery. But the person 

well to travel to Denver, so it was 
received by one of his students, Kanti 
Bhoola. Kanti read Mel's acceptance 
speech with a generous contribution 
from Kropotkin. As a senior member of 
the faculty at King's College said 
recently "Mel touched the lives of many 
young researchers who passed through 
the Department in recent years and we 
are all saddened by his loss." The 
scientific community echoes these 
sentiments. Mel leaves his wife, Ruth, 
three children, Marion, Eric and 
Jonathan and two grandchildren. 
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who would come after him and assert that 

the amount of rainfall is measured by the 
fall of the barometer below its average 
height - that person would not only talk 
nonsense, but would prove by his very words 
that the method of scientific research is 
absolutely strange to him. Hundreds, if not 
thousands, of similar relationships are 
known to science in which we see the 
dependence ofone magnitude upon another; 
but no [scientist] will presume to affirm the 
proportionalityof these magnitudes without 
having investigated their [relationship] 
quantitatively." 

"There is much, very much, in the world that 
is still unknown to us - much that is darkand 
incomprehensible; and of such unexplained 
gaps new ones will always be disclosed 
as soon as the old ones have been filled up. 
But we do not know of any domain in 
which... [natural]phenomena... shouldprove 
inadequate to the necessary explanations." 
(all Kropotkin, 1903) 


