
Clarion Review SCIENCE

The Foetal Circulation
Alan Gilchrist
AuthorHouseUK (Mar 3, 2017)
Softcover $32.03 (72pp)
978-1-5246-6790-0

Gilchrist’s ideas deserve further exploration by others in the research community.

Alan Gilchrist’s The Foetal Circulation is a revision of his earlier works on the subject, bolstered by his extensive 
review of the literature of fetal anatomy and physiology. His view is that the orthodox understanding of several key 
structures and functions of fetal circulation is wrong; Gilchrist elaborates on such points throughout the book, 
punctuated by reminiscences of his time in Africa.

Alan Gilchrist served many years in federal and Rhodesian medical services as a general practitioner in present-day 
Zimbabwe and Malawi. It was at his post in Fort Victoria—now Masvingo—in 1965 that Gilchrist first dissected a 
stillborn little girl’s heart and became fascinated with fetal and neonatal anatomy.

The subject is obviously complex and highly specialized, and the book will be of most interest to health-care 
practitioners and researchers. However, Gilchrist meticulously hones his theories about how fetal circulation operates, 
and introduces his findings in a highly organized way. The work includes a simplified sketch of the fetal circulation 
system that highlights the pertinent parts in blue and red as the book tours and discusses each section in turn.

The most absorbing part of the book illuminates the fascinating changes that occur as a fetus becomes a baby. 
Gilchrist succinctly describes the swift, synchronized series of anatomical and physiological changes that come as a 
fetus is expelled from the birth canal and takes its first breath in newly expanded lungs. Here, the illustrations help 
quite a lot, showing how previously dormant anatomical features spring into action, and how others shift function or 
change position.

The writing is most effective when it stays on course with detailed medical observations and theories. The book’s 
focus on Gilchrist’s intriguing, alternative scientific explorations is dampened by the frequent, often repetitive, insertion 
of complaints about his perceived mistreatment in previous hospital positions and the loss of various notes and 
drawings.

While it is interesting to have some background about the doctor’s various medical posts and the scope of his work as 
a physician with a large forensic caseload, the book often veers off course from its central topic of fetal circulation to 
deliver such information, as when it devotes pages to descriptions and sketches of patients with shingles. It also 
curiously refers to fetuses and babies as “creatures” on many occasions.

As the author notes, the anatomy of the fetus is hard to explore; it is designed to be well protected by three barriers: 
the mother’s body, the uterus, and the fetus’s own body wall. There are undoubtedly many more secrets to learn 
about fetal and neonatal medicine, and Gilchrist’s ideas deserve further exploration by others in the research 
community. This book is best when it is focused on these scientific aspects.

RACHEL JAGARESKI (June 2, 2017)
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