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The Pavlov Physio
logical Institute of 

the Battle Creek Sanitarium, founded by Dr. 
John Harvey Kellogg in 1922, attracted a 
number of eminent scientists, not the least of 
whom was Pavlov himself. The institute was 
named for the recipient of the first Nobel 
Prize in medicine, Russian physiologist Ivan 
P. Pavlov, a man that Kellogg greatly ad
mired. Drs. Banning and Best, winners of 
the Nobel Prize (1923) for the isolation of 
insulin from the pancreas, had earlier ad
dressed the sanitarium medical staff on their 
preliminary findings in the treatment of 
diabetes mellitus. The most immediate pres
ence felt at the institute was that of Dr. 
William Nicholas Boldyreff, Pavlov’s 
former first assistant in Russia and later the 
director of Kellogg’s Battle Creek Institute.

Kellogg was one of the first in America to 
call attention to Professor Pavlov’s research. 
In 1904, the year that Pavlov received his 
Nobel Prize and less than two years after his 
book on digestion was translated into Eng
lish, Kellogg reviewed the discoveries of the 
acclaimed scientist.1 It is clear that Kellogg 
recognized the importance of Pavlov’s find
ings on digestion to medicine, particularly in 
the realm of therapeutic applications for
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individuals with weak or absent stomach 
secretions. Kellogg felt that the body of 
Pavlov’s research established the diatetic 
and physiological foundations for the treat
ment of gastric disorders.

In illuminating the psychic effects on 
gastric secretions by demonstrating that the 
vagus nerve from the brain controls diges
tion, and publishing “ Lectures on the Work 
of the Digestive Glands,”2 Pavlov rein
forced what would become his standing as 
the founder of modern gastroenterology.

Kellogg dreamed of organizing a modern 
laboratory devoted to scientific studies in 
digestion. Pavlov’s research and surgical 
techniques had so aroused Kellogg’s interest 
that he made a point of visiting Pavlov’s St. 
Petersburg laboratory. Kellogg wanted to 
see Pavlov’s famous “ window dogs”  and his 
revolutionary digestive experiments. Pav
lov had developed the surgical skill to 
present one or more digestive organs through 
the body wall, thereby allowing observation 
of secretions and digestive processes. Kel
logg gave the following explanation for this 
visit:

The fundamental reason for my first visit to St. 
Petersburg was to obtain a first-hand acquaintance 
with the important facts that Pavlov’s methods of re
search had revealed, and up-to-date information. In 
organizing and developing the Battle Creek Sani
tarium, the constant aim has been to make physiologic 
facts and principles the basis of every method em
ployed. It was quite impossible to correlate the older



ideas in relation to digestion, with clinical findings and 
there was, indeed, a most chaotic condition in the 
gastro-enterology of that period. Pavlov's discoveries 
fitted perfectly into physiotherapeutic philosophy, 
and supplied new and substantial support for the 
rational dietary system.3
By the time Kellogg made his 1907 trip to 

Russia, though, Pavlov had shifted the focus 
of his laboratory from digestion to condi
tioned reflex research. This is the research 
most people today think of when they hear 
the name Pavlov. Pavlov’s preoccupation 
with conditioned reflexes was probably a 
disappointment to Kellogg as Kellogg was 
more interested in digestion than specula
tions about cerebral activities. On the boat 
returning home Kellogg wrote to Pavlov 
encouraging him to visit America.

American physiologists and physicians appreciate 
more and more the tremendous importance of your 
research which establishes basic principles of diges
tion and its processes. The whole world is making use 
of the results of your surprising new findings. I hope 
that some day you will come to America. The whole 
scientific world of the United States will be excited 
to have the possibility of showing you its respect. No 
other physiologist is spoken of so much as Professor 
Pavlov.4

As Kellogg pursued 
his career, perform

ing an estimated 22,000 surgeries, he became 
well known for success in abdominal sur
gery. Later Kellogg would attribute his 
success as a surgeon in part to the inspiration 
of Pavlov. But Kellogg’s ideas of digestion 
were even more profoundly influenced by 
Pavlov. Always ready to link himself with 
eminent researchers, Kellogg, “ a born re
former and propagandist” ,5 reminded his 
readers of his own research in the area of 
stomach function relation to the contrain
dication of meat diet for gastric dysfunction:

For more than twenty-five years I have been labor
ing and experimenting in this same direction, and I 
have been interested to no small degree in the observa
tions made and conclusions reached by Professor 
Pawlow (sic), and it has been especially satisfactory to 
me to find all Pawlow's conclusioins in the main in har
mony with those to which I have been led by clinical 
observation and by a number of experimental obser
vations which I have been able to make in the labora
tory of hygiene of the American Medical Missionary 
College.6

Kellogg’s health reform writings relating to

Pavlov’s and other researches illustrates 
one of his techniques for promoting ‘‘bio
logic living.” Kellogg freely mixed noted 
scientific observations to marshal a scien
tific basis for his own empirical ideas.

Kellogg’s admiration of Pavlov and con
cern for involving established scientists in 
his work at Battle Creek Sanitarium led him 
to invite Pavlov’s associate, Dr. William 
Boldyreff, to head up a new laboratory. In 
1922, the permanent secretary of the Na
tional Research Council, Washington, 
D.C., made an urgent appeal to American 
scientists concerning Professor Boldyreff 
who was in America ‘‘without a position 
and in real distress.”  He stated that Boldy
reff, recipient of Russian and German prizes 
and honors for his scientific work, and author 
of about 150 scientific papers, mostly on the 
physiology of digestion, had been chief 
assistant to the famous Russian physiologist 
Pavlov.7 After learning about Boldyreffs 
situation, Kellogg attracted Boldyreff to 
Battle Creek, noting that Boldyreff’s quali
fications were just the type needed to 
organize the

laboratory in which the work of Pavlov, especially 
in relation to the digestive functions, might be con
tinued and in certain lines extended. It was thus with 
much satisfaction that we were able to introduce 
Professor Pavlov, on the occasion of his visit here in 
1923, to his old assistant and a laboratory in which his 
ingenious and most fruitful methods of research were 
being made use of.8

“ Pavlov’s preoccupation with 
conditioned reflexes was probably a 
disappointment to Kellogg as 
Kellogg was more interested in 
digestion than speculations about 
cerebral activities.’ ’

Kellogg in his enthusiasm to promote “ bio
logic living” concepts, occasionally used the 
results of Boldyreff’s research to promote 
his own ideas. Although Boldyreff did not 
always agree with Kellogg’s use of research 
information, he remained gracious and 
found ways to conduct his experiments



without compromising his rigorous scien
tific standards. Boldyreff was determined to 
maintain his reputation for careful, me
thodical research.

On the occasion of Pavlov’s first Ameri
can tour in 1923, he spent a week as the guest 
of Kellogg and Boldyreff. During this week 
he gave an address entitled “ New Re
searches on Conditioned Reflexes” and 
granted his permission for the use of his name 
for the new research facility, The Pavlov 
Physiological Institute. Pavlov offered ad
vice for the direction of the institute’s scien
tific work and encouraged the staff to pursue 
his own contemporary interests in condi
tioned reflexes. In his address to the medical 
staff, Pavlov optimistically predicted that

in this laboratory in the near future, rich results in 
relation to the condition reflex will be obtained; 
and I believe that these results may be used for the 
purposes of healing the patients who come here to find 
the normal way of life. They might find some new 
ways in these results. That is what I wish to see.9
The Russian emigré Boldyreff was the 

first and last director of the Pavlov Phy
siological Institute of Battle Creek Sanitar
ium. At the time of Pavlov’s visit, Boldyreff 
stated that the “ laboratory is the finest of its 
kind in the world.” 10 Research at the insti
tute was directed mainly to problems of 
digestion, conducted on dogs prepared by 
surgical procedures introduced by Pavlov 
and further developed by Boldyreff.1 11 In 
addition to work on the influence of x-rays 
on digestive organs and the problems of 
sugar metabolism and diabetes, the institute 
worked in collaboration with the Rocke

feller Institute, supplying experimental 
intestinal secretions to researchers in the 
biochemistry department. According to 
progress reports from the Pavlov Institute, 
about 50 research papers were published 
during the period from 1923 to 1929, mostly 
the work of Boldyreff, his sons, and Drs. 
Kellogg, Case, and Charles Stewart. Mem
bers of the institute gave lectures and 
demonstrations at Battle Creek College and 
participated in various national and inter
national scientific meetings and congresses.12

Throughout his career, 
Kellogg saw the 

value of arranging seminars and visiting 
scientists to stimulate the intellectual life of 
the sanitarium. In 1904, Kellogg was one of 
the first in America to note the importance 
of Pavlov’s work. By 1935 the Fifteenth 
International Physiological Congress re
ferred to Pavlov as “ facile princeps phys- 
iologorum mundi”—Prince of the Phys
iologists of the World. Throughout these 
years Kellogg and Pavlov remained cordial. 
Kellogg, who as one of Adventists’ main 
health reformers wrote nearly 50 books and 
many health hygiene articles,13 felt that 
Pavlov’s “ window dogs” were the greatest 
single landmark in modern nutritional sci
ence.14 The Pavlov Physiological Institute of 
Battle Creek Sanitarium, which continued 
until Boldyreff’s retirement in 1941, was 
Kellogg’s monument to the founder of 
modern gastroenterology.
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