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Research and Outcomes of John Rollo, M.D.

Introduction

This document summarizes the medical research and clinical outcomes achieved by John Rollo, M.D. (d.
1809), a Scottish military surgeon whose work significantly advanced the understanding and dietary
management of diabetes mellitus. His research represents a landmark shift from merely describing the
disease to implementing a metabolic treatment plan based on clinical observation and chemical
testing.

Background and Military Service

Rollo received his medical education in Edinburgh and served as a surgeon in the Royal Artillery
starting in 1776. His early career included postings in the West Indies, where he published
observations on diseases affecting military personnel, including dysentery and a form of elephantiasis
known as “Barbados leg.” He later became Surgeon-General of the Royal Artillery and was based at
Woolwich, where he oversaw the construction of the Royal Artillery Hospital.

Key Research: The Diabetic Diet

Rollo's most notable contribution to medicine began in 1797 with the publication of Notes of a
Diabetic Case. At the time, physician Matthew Dobson had recently discovered the presence of sugar
in the urine of diabetics (glycosuria). Rollo was among the first to apply this biochemical test
practically, using it to monitor and manage the disease.

His seminal work, An Account of Two Cases of the Diabetes Mellitus (1798), documented his innovative
dietary approach. Based on the theory that diabetes was a disorder of the stomach, Rollo treated
patients primarily with a meat-based, or nitrogenous, diet. This was a significant departure from
previous treatments that often used carbohydrates.

Outcomes and Impact
The outcomes of Rollo's research were notable and established him as a pioneer in dietetics:

- Improved Management: He demonstrated success in treating what is now known as Type 2 diabetes,
finding that a diet high in animal protein and fat could significantly reduce the sugar content in
patients' urine. His work was widely discussed and influenced treatment in England and on the
continent.

- Dietary Protocol: Rollo is credited as being the first, or one of the first, to devise a definitive and
systematic diet plan for diabetic patients, a standard that remained in use, with modifications, until the
discovery of insulin in the 1920s.

- Terminology: He has been credited with adding the term “mellitus” (meaning “honey-sweet”) to
distinguish the condition from diabetes insipidus.

Despite these advances, Rollo's diet was often difficult for patients to tolerate, requiring high fat
intake which many found unpalatable. While it was more successful for adults, young patients with the
more aggressive form of the disease typically survived only a few months on the regimen.

Conclusion

John Rollo, M.D., was a pioneering figure in the history of diabetes. His primary research, the
development of a high-protein diet and his use of glycosuria testing, established a paradigm of dietary
management that produced clinical success. His work fundamentally changed the approach to
diabetes from a vague diagnosis to a condition that could be metabolically managed and monitored,
paving the way for future therapeutic developments.
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