Medicine, Doctors, Nurses, Et cetera – A Brief Overview

About 500 years ago, schools for doctors were set up in Europe.  In the cities, there were hospitals where students could go to study sick people.  Artists began to make drawings of the body for doctors to study.  Doctors began to find out more about how the body works.  They began to wonder if the teachings of Galen and others were correct.  One teacher shocked people by burning Galen’s book.

Hippocrates (a Greek doctor) became known as the “father of medicine.”  Today, many new doctors take the Hippocratic oath.  They say they will always help the sick and try to treat them gently and carefully.  He believed that people became sick for a reason.  He decided that the gods were not to blame.  He taught student doctors to study their patients with care, and to write about each person’s illness.  He told them to treat patients with kindness and to regard anything told them by the patient as a secret.  

Galen (another Greek doctor) lived about 600 years after Hippocrates.  He believed that the body held four kinds of fluids.  Two were blood, and spit which is called phlegm.  There was also black bile and yellow bile.  These fluids were called the four humors.  Galen decided that sickness was caused when people had too much of one humor.  His cures were to let out blood, to make people vomit, or to make them empty their bowels.  This became the chief way to treat the sick for the next thousand years. 

Vesalius began to teach students in Padua, Italy.  He and his students dissected human bodies.  He taught that Galen’s ideas were incorrect.  He published a book about the human body in 1543.  his work changed the way in which students were taught.  

William Harvey was an English medical student.  He studied in Padua shortly after Vesalius’ time.  Harvey was interested in blood.  Galen had written about two kinds of tubes which carried blood.  The arteries carried bright red blood and the veins carried purple blood.  Galen taught that these two bloods were not linked.  Harvey learned that Galen was incorrect on this point as well.  Harvey cut up a human heart and saw that it was a pump.  The information gained from Harvey’s work was published in 1628.

Today, we know that many diseases are caused by microbes known as germs.  Germs are so small that one cannot see them without a microscope.  Until about 150 years ago, doctors thought that germs were the result of diseases.  They did not know that they caused diseases.

Edward Jenner (a British doctor) found out how to prevent a contagious disease (smallpox) by way of a treatment called vaccination.  Other doctors started to use this method to prevent smallpox.  By 1804, 12,000 people had been vaccinated.

Louis Pasteur (a French scientist) had seen the microbes that lived in beer, wine and milk.  He found out that heat would kill the microbes.  He heated some milk, and then cooled it quickly.  Children who drank this milk did not become sick.  This process today, carries his name.

Father Damien was a Belgian monk who lived among and worked with lepers on Molokai (Pacific Island).

Elizabeth and Emily Blackwell became doctors in 1849.  Their work helped other women to become doctors (1850s).

Early operations consisted of removing evil spirits.  This was called trepanning.  About 2,000 years ago, Roman surgeons learned how to do many difficult operations.  Julius Caesar is said to have been born by an operation on his mother’s stomach.  This is today called a Caesarean section, after Julius Caesar.

Ambrose Pare used egg yolk, oil of roses, and turpentine to dress soldiers wounds (1536).  This worked better than hot oil which had been used previously.  It also hurt less.

About 150 years ago, scientists were learning about new gases.  One gas, nitrous oxide, made people feel sleepy.  Another scientist named Michael Faraday tested a liquid called ether.  He found that breathing in ether put people to sleep.

In 1831, an American chemist named Samuel Gutherie made a new drug called chloroform.  He called it “sweet whiskey.”  This drug made people feel drunk, and then put them to sleep.  James Simpson (a young surgeon in Scotland) first used this new drug called chloroform on himself and colleagues.  It soon became quite popular in Europe.

Joseph Lister (1865) spent 12 years persuading other doctors to try his method of killing germs with carbolic acid.  Robert Koch (a German doctor and scientist) continued Pasteur’s work on germs.  He worked to cure tuberculosis (TB).  He pioneered the “germ theory” of spreading disease via germs.

Elizabeth Fry and Dorothea Dix (early 1800s) – Fry set up the Institute of Nursing Sisters; Dix persuaded many states to build hospitals for mentally ill people.

Florence Nightingale is probably the most famous woman in the history of nursing.  She was born into a rich family and her family was shocked when she went to train as a nurse in Germany.  She treated many British soldiers and insisted on clean and airy hospitals.

Mary Seacole traveled from Jamaica to help the British soldiers during the Crimean War (1854).  One writer said she was as skilful as the “best surgeons.”  

Clara Barton learned of the work of the Red Cross in Switzerland and brought the idea to America after the Civil War (1860s).
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