NOTES ON HUMAN FERTILITY

BY W. W. BAUER, M.D

JAMES Monroe Harris and his wife
made the headlines in 1937 because
of a spectacular achievement. Born to
Mrs. Harris when she was 39 years old
were twin boys, Thomas Jefferson
Harris and Robert E. Lee Harris,
named in honor of their father’s Con-
federate war service. According to the
father, the babies were “‘sound as a
dollar.” A daughter of these same par-
ents, Vera Lee, was six years old at the
time, and another son, James, was
sleven years old. At the times his chil-
dren were born he had been, respec-
tively, 81, 86 and 87 years old.

Skeptics have long classified as
legendary the Biblical story of Sarah,
who laughed sardonically when she
was told that she would give Abraham
1 son. She said: “After I am old shall I
nave pleasure, my lord being old also?

. . Now Abraham and Sarah were
)ld, and well stricken in age, and it
1ad ceased to be with Sarah after the
nanner of women.” But ““Sarah con-
eived . . . and Abraham was a
wndred years old when his son was
sorn unto him.”

Some headlines in the modern press
sound strangely like this passage from
the Book of Genesis. There was George
Isaac Hughes, of New Bern, North
Carolina, who became a father at 94
and again at 96. He boasted that he
would live at least to the age of 110,
as his grandmother had done. He
claimed, and his appearance bore him
out, that he was in full possession of
his health and faculties. Unfortu-
nately, he succumbed to publicity and
notoriety. With his first child, then 16
months old, he attended a baby show,
was the principal attraction of a festi-
val at Asheville, and appeared on a
nation-wide radio hook-up. It was
feared that he would not live to wit-
ness the birth of his second child. He
survived an influenza attack at that
time, but died a year later from a res-
piratory infection and a heart attack,
at the age of g7.

In Detroit, James S. Hornshaw,
who was 69 years old in 1938, an-
nounced that his wife, then 50, had
presented him with twins for the sec-
ond time in twenty months. Smoking
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a big black cigar when the reporters
interviewed him, he announced that
these twins were no inferior specimens,
either; they weighed seven pounds
apiece. They brought the total of his
children to thirteen, of which nine
had been borne by his second wife.
Eleven of these children were living,
including one of the first set of twins;
the latter weighed 33 pounds at the
age of approximately eighteen months.

And then there was the recent pub-
licity about Queen Wilhelmina of
Holland, which mentioned the fact
that she had been born when her
father was 61 years old.

11

In the general population, approxi-
mately four babies out of every hun-
dred are born to mothers who are over
40 at the time of the birth. Male fer-
tility is not infrequently manifested
beyond the age of 60. However, ma-
ternity is rare past the age of 50, and
is sometimes difficult to verify in the
absence of birth records for persons
born a half century or more ago. This
difficulty is greatest when the births
occurred in rural areas, or in poorly
organized communities, and in fami-
lies where no Bible records of births
or baptisms were preserved. All the
cases of maternity or paternity at ages
beyond the usual child-bearing span
must be taken on the assumption that
verification has been carried as far as
possible, but that a reasonable ques-
tion of doubt may be entertained as
to the exact ages of the parents.
There is the case, for example, of
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Mr. and Mrs. Leonidas H. Moore.
reported from Spring Mountain,
Koshocton County, Ohio, on Janu-
ary 9, 1928. In the newspaper clipping
M:t. Moore was said to be 72 and his
wife 52 when there was born to them a
daughter. When this statement was
checked by the Registrar of Vital Sta-
tistics, the actual ages proved to be
7o for the father and 51 for the
mother. But for our purposes, these
minor discrepancies are obviously of
less importance than the fact that the
inspector found these relatively aged
parents to be a very active and healthy
couple. This daughter was their third
child. The mother was a leader of
many activities in the community and

‘the father, an ex-schoolteacher, was an

active farmer.

Probably the oldest parents in the
world, if we can believe the records,
were Margaret Krasiowna, of Konin,
a village in Poland, and her husband.
She died in 1763 at the age of 108.
At the age of g4 this woman is said
to have married her third husband.
Kasper Raycol, who at that time was
105 years old. They lived together fo
fourteen years, during which time she
bore him two boys and a girl. Anothe:
aged mother was reported in the
chronicles of Louis XV of France. La
Belle Paule Fiesche, a Parisian woman
was said to have become a mother at
the age of go. ‘

A considerable amount of super-
stition and fear surround the topic ol
parenthood occurring beyond the or-
dinary age limits. Some of it is justi-
fied and some is not. The three chil-
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iren born after the age of 94 to Mar-
zaret Krasiowna were said to have
shown plainly the marks of the ad-
vanced ages of their parents. These
‘hildren were described as gray-
1aired, without teeth, and without
sufficient strength to eat solid food.
T'hey were supposed to have been the
>orrect size for their ages, but to have
allow complexions, bent backs, and
‘all the other external symptoms of
lecrepitude.” The facts regarding
-hese incredible children are said to be
sertified by the parish registers in the
village of Czyuszyn in the district of
Stench in the palatinate of Sandomierz.

In modern investigations of the ef-
fect of parental age on children we
ind some definite indications, and
many indefinite suggestions, that it
night be just as well, if one had the
:hoice, to be the child of young par-
>nts, or, at any rate, of a young
mother. Studies of 1000 patients at a
state hospital for mental diseases
showed that practically 10 per cent
nad mothers who were over 40 years
>ld when the patients were born. This
is almost three times the percentage
of births to mothers over 40 in the
population as a whole. It is virtually
three times the percentage of patients
with mothers over 40 in a parallel
sontrol study of psychoneurotic, but
10t mentally deficient, parients. This
study also revealed that 174 of these
1000 patients had mothers who died
before the patients were twenty years
sld. This would seem logical from the
large percentage of elderly mothers,
but there is one confusing statistic in
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these studies. A high death rate oc-
curred among the younger mothers,
not the more elderly ones, among
whom more deaths might have been
expected. The authors advance no
explanation for this finding.

Other studies have indicated that
37 per cent of the mothers of Mon-
golian idiots were 40 years of age or
more when the defective offspring
were born, whereas only 2 per cent of
mothers were over 40 in a control
series, that is, in a series of mothers of
non-Mongolian offspring. Young
mothers do occasionally give birth to
Mongolian idiots, but such births are
frequently followed by one or more
births of normal children. Advanced
maternal age is by no means the sole
cause of Mongolian idiocy, but it is
evidently a contributing factor. Let
me hasten to add that Mongolism is
rare and is not expected even in
clderly mothers, except in extremely
unusual circumstances.

111

The order in which children are born
may also affect their health. The first
child, even of young parents, and es-
pecially of very young parents, is not
likely to be as well-favored biologi-
cally as the subsequent children. On
the other hand, it appears that there
may be something called reproductive
exhaustion, and that the last of a long
series of children may not be as robust
physically, or as talented mentally,
as the earlier children of the same
series, These variations are usually.
minor, however, and exceptions are
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numerous. For example, I have per-
sonal knowledge of a mother whom I
delivered at the age of 47 years of her
cighteenth child. The baby showed no
signs of abnormality. The mother
made a quick, uneventful recovery.

Amram Scheinfeld, in his book, You
and Heredsty, discusses the effect of
maternal age upon the child and at-
tributes the differences to environ-
ment, not to heredity. A child born
when the mother is in the mid-forties
and the father has reached or passed
sixty is not infrequently frail and
sickly. Scheinfeld attributes this not
to weakness in the sperm or egg cell
of the parent, but to the following
principal factors, all environmental
and some pre-natal:

(a) The older mother provides less favor-

able intra-uterine environment;

(b) The older mother has had greater op-
portunity to become affected by disease
which may in turn affect the pregnancy
and the offspring;

{c) Late births are generally undesired,
and they tend to occur under unfavor-
able conditions.

Scheinfeld further points out that
the child of old age often grows up
among older and more mature broth-
ers and sisters and their friends. The
parents are older and further removed
from the child’s young world. The
late child is thus often brought up in
a special world of his own, and so it
is not surprising if he shows signs of
being precocious, high-strung, and
otherwise abnormal. But his heredity
is as good or bad as the heredity of
any other child of the same parents,
regardless of parental age.
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In his Study of British Genius, Have-
lock Ellis indicates that eldest children
or youngest children in large families
are most likely to attain eminence.
In his group of families studied, 30
per cent of children who became fa-
mous were oldest and 21 per cent
youngest, while only 47 per cent came
from the much more numerous inter-
mediate groups. (He had studied fam-
ilies ranging in size from two to thir-
teen.) When survivors only were con-
sidered, the youngest children occu-
pied a still more conspicuous position.
Since youngest children, especially
in large families, are the most likely to
have aging parents, these studies deny
the popular belief that the children of
aging parents inherit weakened men-
tal or physical qualities.

Ellis cites the case of Charles Leslie,
an eminent British clergyman whose
father was 79 at the time of his birth.
This was the oldest father among the
299 parents of British geniuses studied
by Ellis. The most common age of
fatherhood, he found, was from 30 to
34 years. But for every man who
fathered an eminent child during the
average ages of paternity, there are
nearly three individuals who became
the fathers of eminent children later
in life.

FrancisGalton’s studyof 100 British
men of science showed that the av-
crage age of the fathers when these
men were born was 36, and the maxi-
mum number were born of fathers
between the ages of 30 and 35. In the
general population the maximum fer-
tility is at the parental ages of 20 to 24
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ears. In other words, older parents
efinitely seem to supply an environ-
rent that is conducive to genius.

v

lot only the years beyond the meno-
ause, but also those prior to the de-
elopment of the ordinary menstrual
ycle, sometimes witness the birth of
child. On June 3, 1866, Clementine
iimée Pernon, an eight-year-old
'rench girl, gave birth to a perfectly
eveloped child, as reported by Dr.
fax J. Schroeder of New York. An-
ther remarkable French report was
uthenticated by the Obstetrician
f the French Royal Court, on July 4,
756 and notarized by the Minister
f Police and Royal Notary. These
fhicials certified that one Magdelaine-
‘harlotte Jacquette-Renaud, nine
ears old, was delivered by operative
1easures of a male child, and that she
arvived. The child was reported to be
rell and “in every respect like the
hild of a normal mother.” The mother
:ceived a pension of 1500 francs and
as placed in a convent after her re-
overy. The father died in the in-
:rim; he would otherwise have been
:verely punished.

Probably the youngest of all moth-
rs is a Mohammedan girl of Delhi,
dia. The record is certified by Dr.
iilda L. Keene, of the Victoria Zen-
na Hospital, Delhi. Her age of seven
ears was verified by municipal rec-
rds. She was delivered by Caesarian
peration of a living girl weighing four
ounds and three ounces. Except for
yme very natural fright, the young
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mother recovered perfectly and nursed
her baby for nine months. When the
baby was weaning she weighed a little
over eleven pounds.

This record for young mothers is,
however, contested by a girl in Lima,
Peru, who was reportcd to have given
birth to a baby in 1939 at the age of
five, or at the most, six years. The
child was said to have shown signs
of sexual maturity, including regu-
larly established menstrual function,
at seven months. This report was
strongly supported by the Peruvian
medical profession and just as strongly
doubted by North American physi-
cians. There the matter seems to rest.

Other variations from normal fe-
cundity are found in some rather dubi-
ous old records. One girl is said to have
given birth to one child the first year,
twins the second, triplets the third,
and so on until the sixth year, at
which point she gave up and died.
This story was certified under the au-
thority of no less a personage than
Dr. Ambroise Paré, the pioneer mili-
tary surgeon in the reign of King
Henry IV of France.

The record for total production
probably goes to a remarkable woman
formerly living near the Austro-
German border, who was the mother
of 69 children, of which not one was
born singly. This mother had four
sets of quadruplets, seven sets of
triplets, and sixteen sets of twins. The
indomitable husband of this woman
evidently survived her, because he
had eighteen additional children by

his second wife. The father was re-
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ported by one investigator to be “hale
and hearty and 77 years old.” He had
sired a total of 87 offspring!

Fertility depends upon the pro-
duction of living male and female cells
of sufficient vitality so that when
impregnation occurs the fertilized
ovum will be capable of growing and
developing into an adult organism of
sustaining life. There is little doubt
that heredity has much to do with the
length of the reproductive cycle in a
given individual. It is well known that
the approximate beginning, duration
and ending of a woman’s menstrual
life can be calculated fairly closely
from a knowledge of the experience
of her mother, grandmother and older
sisters. With few exceptions, fertility
runs parallel to menstruation because
the menstrual function, in most cases,
is merely the external evidence of fer-
tility. Few women are fertile far be-
yond the menopause; and those who
are fertile before the onset of the
menstrual function are genuine rari-
ties.

In men, fertility lasts far longer
than in women. One has only to read

" the monotonous “begat” chapters in
Genesis to realize this. We find no
modern records indicating mother-
hood much beyond the age of 50, but
we do find in our own time paternity
well verified in the gos. One woman
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of my acquaintance, searching the
genealogical records to establish he:
eligibility for membership in the
DAR, found that the ancestor wh
made her acceptable had become :
parent, and thus started her brancl
of the family, at the age of 89 years
after being comfortably retired fron
his duties in the Revolutionary Army

To sum up briefly: Medical record
seem to indicate that the best parent
are young parents, but not too young
The best years for parenthood ar
probably between 20 and 35 for wom
en, and between 25 and 45 for men
Although many of the old supersti
tions about the children of older par
ents are without foundation, there i
some evidence to show that the bes
parents are those at the height o
youthful maturity. The child whos
parents are elderly may suffer environ
mental, though probably not hered
itary, disadvantages. Furthermore
younger parents have a greater lif
expectancy and are therefore mor
likely to live until their children hav.
grown up. Younger parents have
more vitality for guiding and enjoyin;
the boundless energy of growing chil
dren. Younger parents are not so fa
removed from the experiences of thei
own childhood, and are far less likel
to experience difficulty in under
standing their children.

SN
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THE CASE OF
HARRY HOPKINS

by BERTRAM D. WOLFE

WHO was Harry Hopkins? 1 have
just gone through nearly a thousand
pages of his memoranda, state papers,
autobiographical fragments, and
broadcasts from the center of the
whirlwind, all edited, glossed, inter-
preted and rounded out by the pro-
fessional writing of his friend and
admirer, Robert E. Sherwood. [Roose-
velt and Hopkins: an Intimate History,
by Robert E. Sherwood. $6.00,
Harper.] I have learned that he wore
a battered hat, was an ulcerous type,
had a frail body, a salty wit and an
ardent and indomitable will; that he
liked race tracks and night clubs; that
he was brash, self-confident, ill-
informed, quick to learn and a quick
thinker; that he lived through the
troubled war years on injections, pro-
tein concentrates, packets of pills and
borrowed time; and that, sfumped
sick and exhausted 1n the bottom of a
plane seat, he fiew to Moscow, Lon-
don. Teheran and Yalta, where his
witdom or lack of it coutributed

powerfully to the making of the
present “‘peace.” Yet I still do not
sense the living man or find properly
estimated his r6le and place in history.

This is due to the failure in writing
and thinking of Robert Sherwood. A
dramatist, he does not know how to
develop his protagonist’s character
through the latter’s speeches and ac-
tions. A stylist, his style bogs down
in a mass of undigested papers and his
own too uncritical admiration for
his hero. This Pulitzer Prize winner
permits himself such rhetorical hor-
rors as “‘essential essence’ and “‘Stalin
was not talking through his own or
anyone else’s hat.”” Wherever the
Hopkins notes are set side-by-side
with the Sherwood interpretations, it
1s Sherwood who is stale, flat and un-
revealing. Thus when Hopkins was
worrying about the effect of his
divorce upon his Presidential aspira-
tions, Sherwood writes that Hopkins
was consoled by President Cleveland's
having survived “a damaging scan-
dal.” But a photostat illustration
shows that Hopkins actually wrote
the words: “Cleveland — bastard.”
Again, Sherwood tries to explain Hop-
kins” Socialist vote in 1917: “Ilopkins

vy



