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The history Of medicine has never been a particularly
attractive subject in medical education and one reason for this is that
it is so unbelievably deplorable ... bleeding, purging, cupping and the
: administration of infusions of every known plant, solutions of every
known metal, every conceivable diet including total fasting, mose of
them based on the weirdest imaginings about the cause of disease,

concocted out of nothing but thin air—this was the heritage of

medicine until a little over a century ago.

—Lewis Thomas
American physician
1913-1993

A young boy chants thythmically over a medallian hanging,
{rom his neck to ward off sickness. A man gets 4 haircut and a
cyst rcemoved-—both by his barber. Roses and mustard
pounded togelher and mixed with purilied vil—a smal] portion
placed on the ongue, the remainder blown through the nos-
trils—soothes a chronic cough and controls wheezing.
' It matters not thal the boy may be an Indian, the man & me-
dicval prince. or that there was no scientific approach to this
{ 1th century cure for bronchitis. Every culture has its folklore
about health and medicine, whether material or magical, de-
pending vn Lhe particular sfage af human evolution,

Mistorians say it secms probable thal as soon as humans
were able to reason, they discovered by trial and crrar which
plants might be uscd as fouds, which of them were poisunuus,
and which had some 1'edicinal vatue, People fosnd herbul
remedics to deal wih common discomborts, such as colds ot
constipation. In fact, ulmost all the laxatives that uppear on our
pharmacists” shelves today, according to John M. Riddle.
atumni distinguished professor of histary al North Carofina

State University, wuere used by sncicm socictes. And il was
discovered thousands of yezrs apo that willow bark, which
contains saffcia, a substunce related to e snlicylates used to
make aspirin, relieves pain,

Primitive physicians showed their wisdon by treating the
whole persan—soul as well ax body. AClinies, treatnients and
medicines that produced oo physical efiects, nevertheless,
could make a panent feel better. Jronicully, this so called
“placeho cffect” remiins applicahle even in clinical medicine
today. {See “The Healing Power ot Placebos,” Janvary-l'ebru-
ary 2000 FOA Consume)

Other cultures made medicines trom pacls of animals anc
minesals, which were especially (avored &s antiseptics. Sclect-
ing the approprie remady was often gaided by citacr the
principle of * wpasites” or Usimilars.” For example. il the
tausted brains ol i fearful rehhit tuiled w cure excessive Llimid-
ity, courage migat be fund in the blood of & terocious unimal,
Bu while anciemt Egyptian medical teeatments were suid t -
clude ox spleen. pig’s brao, und rermise gall, histortans be-
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the Last MNifllennium

lieve that “ass’s heads” and “pig’s 1ecth” may have been no
more whal they seemed than are “buttercups™ cups of butter or
“foxgloves” gloves wom by foxes.

Accounts of miraculous healing indicate that sainls and
their relics stocd alongside home remexdies and local medical
practitioners to treat the ill. Sometimes prayer and anointing
with oil in the name of the Lord was the exient of treatment.
Diet, baths and exercises atl have played their part in treating
illness, as well as drinkable gold and “iemple sleep.™ Atteropts
by the Chinese to wnderstand a complex world by simple prin-
ciples led ta the notions of yin and yang—two complementary
life forces considered to be balanced in health but disturbed in
sickness.

Because early civilizations had a high rale of infant death
and an even higher rate of illness, life expectancy was
appallingly short. Many of taday’s common cancers rarcly oc-
curred simply becavse most people didn’t live long enough for
the diseases (0 emerge. And the gnarled hands and paiaful
joints associated with old age were not thought of as a disease

The dockor
making o house
call in the sarly
1900s had very
{ite availoble to
treat this family’s
flv symploms,
{Source: FDA
History Offica)

but as the natural condition ¢f those who were blessed to have
survived the major epidemics of their times.

Magic and Faith (A.D. 1000 to 1492)

The medical system of ihe eatly part oi the millenniom
lacked expents trained in heating, as well as specialized medi-
cal institutions, because the institutions that imined or em-
ployed practitioners—the monasteries or courts—were not ex-
clusively or even primarily medically knowledgeable
themselves. Virlually anyone could be 3 healer. There was no
licensing, and some patients drew on Lhe services of practitio-
ners holding radically differenl and contradictory beliefs. Self-
help was widespread, and often illness was treated at home.

Medicine was still dominaled by the ideas of Galen, an an-
cient Greek physiciar whose theoretical principles were based
on notions that human functioning was composed of mixed
and blended elements {fire, water, air, and earth) and humors
{blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile), cach with par-
licular qualities, angd all vilal for life.
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Every culture has its folklore about bealth and medicine.

When someone fell iil without obvious cause, especially
with such symptems as fits, vomiting, confused speech, or de-
litium, there were three possible explanations: discase, fraud,
or demonic possession. Along with animal remedies—includ-
ing bluod, bile, bone, and even excrement—magic symbols,
faith healing, and sacred amulets became widely used lo
combat disease.

Drugs used were very simple, and maost were extractions
from plants such as thyme, dandelion, St. John's wort, laven-
der, and poppy. The entire plant or just roots, leaves, of seeds,
were used in the preparation. No precise details have survived
as to quanlilies or weights of such preparations, but instruc-
tions such as “a handful, a bundle, a cup” were recorded, and
wafers were the preferred dosage form.

In the midst of a belief in magical powers to afflict and to
heal, events of medicat enormity began raging in the form of
epidemics. Lice and ticks carried typhus and other diseases as-
sociated with poor hygiene. Bacteria, mold and ather contami-
nants in spoiled foods could cause convulsions or gangrene.
Poor diel resulted in scurvy and other deficiency diseases.

While it was unthinkabie thai invisible parasites, jrans-
ported by fleas 1o rats and then to bumans, could be respon-
uible for ravaging whole populations, some did recognize the
link between hygicae and health.

“Thou must not pul either thy fingers into thine ears, or thy
hands to 1thy head,” wrot¢ Fra Bonvicino da Riva in 1290, a
time when hands, not forks, were the utensils of choice. “The
man who is eating must nol be cleaning by scraping with his
fingers a1 any foul parl.” Although Brather Bonvicino failed to
define “foul part” in his courtesy books, latet less-inhibited
writers instructed theis readers not to blow their noses with

A urine flask was the rademark of the physician during the early
cenlyries of the last millennium. la kater years, urine-gazing to
iderttify the source of an iliness became the mark of the quock.
{Source: NH Mational Librory of Medicine]
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1200s

1300s

1400s
wives

1500s

published

1600s

16005

First school of medicine established
in Salerno, [taly

First stricl measures for control of
public hygiene instituted

First dissection of human corpse

First recorded regulations for mid-

First scientific sludy of buman anatomy

Blood circulation first described
Bacteria discovered
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Many of today’s common cancers rarely occurred in early civilizations simjil_y
because most people didn’t live long enough for the diseases to emerge.

their fingers and not 10 scratch at that segment of Lhe male
anatomy generaily known as the “codware,”

Bul a 14th century German writer later recommended, “If it
happens that you cannot help scratching, then courteously take
a portion of your dress and scraich with that. That is more be-
fitting than thal your skin should become soiled.” The
scratcher’s dinner partner, as it happened, was not as con-
ceroed with smudges on the scratcher’s face as he was with
Lhe possibility of having a louse transferred back to the bowl
from which be ate.

Surpery and a Shave (1492 to 1776}

As the Renaissance emerged out of the Middle Ages, a new
scientific spirit developed. The pext few centuries showed an
cagerness for discovery and a desire to escape from the limita-
tions of tradition and explore new fieids of thought and action.
Even so, a layer of superstition still semained.

The physician prescribed and the apothecary dispensed. Be-
forc the 18th century, doctars were rarety present at childbirth,
This was left 1o midwives, who relied on folklore and tradi-
tion. Giving birth was nol a private eveat—vather, it was a
long, drawn-out public ritual.

Lower in status than the “physician” was the surgeon, His
was a ctaft, not a science, involving the hand pot the head.
Pubbed “Mr. Sawbones,” the surgeon was likened to a
buicher—because of his direct association with cutting and
blecding—bul lumped together with barbering because both
professions involved arts of the knife. Barber-surgeons had
their awn books on abdominal injuries, anal fistulae, bladder
stones, and cataracls, and their treaiments involved primarily
cauterizing (burning) and bloodletting, a means of ridding the

body of poisons by opening a vein. (Some critics of this tech-
nique believed that George Washington was bled to death in
his lasi illness on Friday, Dec. 13, 1799.)

Laws against dissecting human cotpses also began to relax
during the Renaissance. As a tesult, the first truly scientific
studies of the human body began. Surgery tose in quality (and
surgeons in slatus) by the 18th cenlucy, largely due to this new
outlook lowards anatomy. The painful practice of cautery 10
stap bteeding, for example, was replaced by ligatures and
dressings.

While the 18th century wilnessed advances in medicine,
more imponantly, it began to transform perceptions of
medicine’s place in society.

Addictlos and Antitoxin (1380 to 1500)

The industrial revolution created conditions for an expio-
sion in buth poputation and illness, including some new dis-
cases brought an by filth, such as tuberculosis. Injectable
opicids, such as opium, mosphine, heroin, and cocaine,

The U.S. Postal Sarvicea is-

swad this skamp, showing o

ita 19th century medicine

kibel, in February 1998 io -
commamorate the Purs Food

and Drugs Act of 1906.

|Seurce: FDA History Office)

1700s

First law requiring licensed medical
practitioners

Obstetrics established as a separate
branch of medicine

Vaccination against smallpox devel-
oped {1796)

1800s

First practical anesthetic, ether, intro-
duced (1842)

Diagnostic tools, such as microscope,
thermometer and x-tays, invented

Germ theory inlroduced {1879)

Rabies vaccine discovered (1885)
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Since its introduction in 1899, aspirin bas been the most
popular drug of all time.

brought addiction along with pain relief. The old family doc-
tors gave morphine at the drop of a hat, and tales are rampant
of patients whom these physicians casuatly addicted,

Opiocids were sold without restriction, and labels on bottles
of ¢lixirs and ‘snake oil" gave ro hint of addictive ingredients.
At the same lime, harmless and almost always useless prepara-
tions were touted for the cure of every discase and symptom.
For example, typical products claimed to “renovate” the stom-
ach, liver and kidneys, and to cure diabetes, gallstones, and
weak hearts. According to the 1839 Family Medical Almanac,
one medicine that was hailed as a cure-all for as many as eight
different illnesses in fact hurried thousands o a premature
grave. Withoul lists of ingredients and warmings against mis-
use, what little information the public received came mostly
from bilter cxperience, _

Federal controls over the drug supply didn’t begin uatit
1848, when Congress required the U.S. Customs Service to
stop entry of adulterated drags from overseas.

A scosation occurred in the Jate 19th century when an anti-
toxin for diphtheria was developed from the blood serum of
animals injected witk diphtheria toxin. Its introducticn shatply
upgraded the doctor’s image in the eyes of the public, because
for the first time medicine was truly capable of curing an in-
fectious disease that threatened the children of every home in

~ the patton.

Aspirin and Vaccines {1900 to 2000)

Emil Corwin was ane such child, Though his memory of
suffcring from diphtheria in 1910 as a boy of about 7 is scanty
at besl, lhe now 96-year-old public affairs specialist, who re- Emil Corwin roflects on soma medical milestones in his childhaod.

1900s

Major blood 1ypes (O, A, B, and AB)
identified

First antibiotic drug, penicillin, dis-
covered {(1928)

First successful polio vaccine (1950s)

Birth control pill intcoduced (1960)

First successful heart transplant
{1967}

First test-tube baby bom (1978)

AIlDS first recognized by the Centers
for Disease Canlrol and Prevention
{1981) (The first AIDS-like cases
were identified more than o century
earlier, in 1872)

Scientists clone sheep (1997)

Ca
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KFederal controis over the drug supply didn't begin until 1848, when Congress
required the U.S. Customs Service to stop entry of adulterated drugs from

overseas.

tired at the end of 1999 after nearly 30 years with the Food and

Drug Administration, is grateful to have survived the horrors
of a once-raging cpidemic,

“Lucky for me they had a vaccine when [ got diphtheria,”
Corwin reflects. “The number of deaths from this and other
epidemics, including the flu, was evident by the wreaths hang-
ing on our neighbors’ doors, and most of them bad one.” Of
that experience, Corwin remembers only how sick he was at
the 1ime, and the image of his doctor arriving at the house by
horse and buggy to administer his shot.

Corwin also remembers the relief stations Lhat predated hos-

pitals, a time when balanced diets were of no concern, and
pharmacies of long age, when “the guy behind the counter would
come around to the other side and take something from your eye,
if you had a problem.” The phanmacist, be says, thought nothing
of providing these extra services at no extra fees.

The American doctor of the early 1900s carried few drugs
when he made housecalls, but according 1o the American
Medical Association, he knew the quality of cach one of them.
Calomel, opium, quinine, buchu (a diuretic to stimulate the
kidneys), ipecac (an emetic), and Dover’s powder (a lazative)
made up his supply. At this time, medical therapeutics had not
experienced the same level of scieatific revolution as medical
diagnostics. '

Since its introduction in 1899, aspirin (acetylsaticylic acid)
has been the most papular drug of all time. By 1909, it ranked
among the 10 items most prescribed by American physicians,
and the aspirin family had come to symbolize medicine's new
therupeutic accomplishments. {See “An Aspitin a Day... Just An-
other Cliché?” in the March-April 1999 issue of FDA Conswner}

“In this century, medicine bas seen the biggest change,”
says Jobn P. Swann, Ph.D., an FDA historian. “The history of
rugs in the 20th century has completely changed ibe Face of
therapeutics.” Swann altribules the increase in overall life ex-
pectancy to improvements in surgery and medical technology,
changes in nutrition and lifestyle, dedicated researchers, evolv-
ing sciences, commitied institutions, economic and political
circumstances, and courageous practitioners and patients—all
social, intellectual and technical links, he says, 10 good public
health.

In 1906, Congress passed the Food and Drugs Act in an ef-
fort (o stop food adulteration and quack remedies—Lhe two
major evils and targets of a 25-year crusade for federal regula-
tion of food and drugs. And the 1938 Federal Food, Drug, and
Cosmetic Act expanded the government’s power to fight prob-
lems such as an upsurge of cheap, easy-to-ge1 medical devices,
which were promoted at the expense of reputable medicine.

The magnilude of changes that have occurred in the human
race’s relalionship to infectious diseases during the 20th cen-
lury is, according to hislorians, one of our biggest health suc-
cesses, Vaccinations have essentially eradicated infectinus
chitdhoed diseases in indusirialized countries. As a result of
impraved heatth conditions, and particularly as a result of re-

The Elsctrac
Machanical Heart
{shown af leff) was
the first medical
device seized un-
der the 1934
Food, Drug, and
Coumatic Act,
{Source: FDA History
Offical

duced infantile mortality, the average life expectancy, accord-
ing to the national Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
increased in 1900 from 47 years 10 67 years in 1950, And the
U.S. Bureau of the Census projects that people born loday can
expect o live well into theic 70s.

Current advanccs in modern medicine may, to the later
skeptic, seem cbsoicte in the next millenoium. Historian
Riddle, however, believes that medicine of the future will be
an outgrowth of past and present medicine, but with the prom-
ise of even mate effective remedies gleaned from new obser-
vations ar experimentation,

“In the end,” Riddle says, “we shall learn and marvel that
our ancestors werc as inlelligent and clever as we are.” B

Carol Lewis is a staff writer for FDA Consumer.
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