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ne morning, a young woman*

wakes up to the terror of a

slight fever and a sore throat.
She is afraid, because typhoid fever,
influenza, smallpox and yellow fe-
ver all begin with symptoms like
those. And there are no known
cures for any of these diseases. An
epidemic of yellow fever recently
claimed more than 4,000 lives in
Philadelphia alone.

Doctors have little know-how to
cure even common illnesses. When
the doctor arrives on horseback, he
has no antibiotics or antiseptic to
kill whatever germ troubles the
young woman. No one knows yet
that such things as germs cause dis-
ease. [nstead, the doctor is certain
that almost all illnesses come from
“morbid spirits of the blood.” His
remedy: Remove the “bad blood.”

The doctor takes a small, pointed
knife from his instrument case. The
young woman peers into the case

~and is relieved she doesn’t have an

infected wound in her arm or leg.
Among the dozen tools are two
saws for cutting off diseased limbs
or those too badly broken to be set.
Such operations are performed with-
out anesthesia. The best the doctor
can do is fill the patient with rum.

BLOODLETTING

The doctor wipes the knife on
his coat sleeve and cuts into the
young woman's foot, drawing off a
pint or two of blood. “Bloodlet-
ting” is the most common remedy
for nearly all ailments—although
some say it kills more patients
than it cures. It hurts, but it's better
than the live leeches the doctor
can also use to do the job.

The doctoer is also the pharmacist.

" Take Two Leeches &
Call Me in the Morning

Operations are often performed without anesthesia inside the patient’s home.

His medicine case contains a vari-
ety of roots, herbs, barks and stimu-
lants. For a fever and sore throat, he
might select garlic, vinegar, tobacco
or camphor.

If he thinks the illness is serious,
he might also prescribe mud baths,
vomiting—and more bloodletting.

Sometimes, the loss of blood
weakens the patient so badly that
recovery becomes impossible. (It is
believed that bloodletting was a ma-
jor cause of George Washington’s

. death.) In this case, the woman is

young and strong, and in a few
days she is fully recovered. She
congratulates herself on surviving
not only the illness but the doc-
tor's visit. As President Thomas
Jefferson would put it in 1807,
“The patient sometimes gets well
in spite of the medicine.” He
wished doctors would stop their
“experiments with a machine so
complicated and unknown as the
human body.”

Even though the state of medical
knowledge seems so primitive, the
country is actually in the pioneering
stage of modern medicine.

Doctors have found a way to in-
oculate people against smalipox.
And they have been successful
when they rely on, what Jefferson
calls, “the healing powers in na-
ture." They often prescribe nothing
but rest, fresh air and a bland diet.

They have also achieved success
using medicinal herbs, a practice
learned from Indians. And they are
slowly moving away from bizarre
home remedies, like this one for se-
vere fever: Pare the patient's nails into
a linen bag. Tie it around the neck of
an eel in a tub of water. The eel will
die, but the fever will be broken.

—David C. King

Think About It: Medicine has ad-
vanced a lot in the last 200 years.
What do you think medicine will be
fike 200 years from now?
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