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Source A: A description of surgery in the 1840s, by Dr Abbot.


I remember an operation on a young man to remove a large cancerous growth on the end of his tongue.  
The operation was done by a short, quick stroke of the knife which removed the outer half of the tongue.  
Of course, the bleeding was quite free.  Dr Warren stepped back to the furnace, where the hot iron was.  
The assistant put both of his hands over the patient’s eyes and the hot iron was applied to the tongue to 
stop the bleeding.  The patient jerked suddenly backwards.
 


Source B: A letter from the matron of St Thomas’s Hospital, London, to the senior surgeon in 
1856.


Dear Sir


The use of the ward kitchens for surgical operations has been a source of great discomfort to the 
nurses.  These kitchens are the general dining room for the nurses.  All their food is kept in them and 
the kitchens are also used to prepare the patients’ breakfasts and teas.  I hope this revolting practice will 
be stopped.
 


Source C: An account by a surgeon, published in a medical journal in 1848.  It describes the first 
death under chloroform.


Hannah Greener, aged 15, inhaled a teaspoonful of chloroform from a handkerchief.  In about half a 
minute, when she was unconscious, I requested my assistant to begin the operation.  Hannah gave a 
kick, which made me think the chloroform had not taken effect.  I was giving her more chloroform when 
her lips suddenly became pale and she spluttered.  I threw down the handkerchief, threw cold water in 
her face and gave her some water to drink, without any effect.  The whole process, from inhaling to 
death, could not have taken more than two minutes.
 


Source D: A table based on Joseph Lister’s records showing the death rate among his patients 
before and after the use of antiseptics.


1864 – 1866
(without antiseptics)


1867 – 1870
(with antiseptics)


Total number of amputations 
carried out 35 40
Number of deaths 16 6
Percentage of deaths among the 
total number of amputations 46% 15%
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Source E: From a letter written by Joseph Lister to his father on 27 May 1866.


One of my cases would, I think, interest you.  It was a compound leg fracture* with a rather large wound 
with great loss of skin, and much bleeding and swelling.  Though I hardly expected any success, I tried 
carbolic acid on the wound to avoid pus forming.  Well, it is now eight days since the accident and the 
swelling on the leg has gradually gone down with no sign of pus.  A truly dangerous injury seems to 
have become safe.


*A compound fracture is one where the broken bone has come through the skin and the injury is open 
to infection.
 


Source F: From an account by Sir Berkeley Moynihan recalling his medical training in 1888 in 
Leeds.


The surgeon arrived and threw off his jacket to avoid getting blood or pus on it.  He rolled up his shirt 
sleeves and put on an ancient coat which was stiff with old blood.  He rolled up the sleeves to just above 
the wrists and washed his hands in a sink.  Once clean, he rinsed his hands in carbolic acid.
 


Source G: From J. R. Leeson’s book Lister as I Knew Him, published in 1927.  J. R. Leeson was 
one of Lister’s students.  He is describing early reactions to the use of antiseptics.


The hostility to antiseptics was extreme.  One of the surgeons at St Bartholomew’s hospital could 
always raise a laugh by telling anyone who came into the operating room to shut the door quickly in 
case one of Mr Lister’s microbes got inside.
 


Source H: From a speech in 1927 by W. Cheyne.  Cheyne was one of Lister’s assistants.  Here he 
is talking about the use of antiseptics in the 1870s.


Amongst other things, it was very difficult to convince surgeons that tiny objects only 0.001mm in 
diameter could be the cause of the infection.  The surgeons of that time were interested in keeping 
their anatomy knowledge up-to-date and in improving their speed in operating.  Tiny germs seemed far 
removed from practical work.
 


Source I: An article published in The Times in 1913.


The majority of Lister’s opponents were not stupid.  It is only the younger men, born after 1865, who 
call those who opposed Lister stupid and blind and jealous.  Why should those experienced doctors have 
accepted that all their previous knowledge and experience was being challenged by a young surgeon 
in Glasgow?  They had positive evidence of good results obtained without carbolic acid.  There were 
problems with Lister’s early methods.  There were contradictory statistics and, above all, the lack of 
full knowledge of germs.
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Source J: From A Short History of Medicine, by Roy Porter, 2002.


By 1890 antiseptic surgery was in common use.  Lister’s messy and smelly carbolic spray was fast being 
replaced by less harsh antiseptics.  Heat sterilisation of instruments was suggested by Koch in 1881 and 
the American surgeon William Halsted introduced the use of rubber gloves.
 


Source K: An operating theatre in the early twentieth century.


 


Source L: A description of the first use of penicillin by the British Army in Egypt in 1943.  The 
patient’s wounds from an operation for compound fractures six months earlier had 
become infected.


The first man that I tried penicillin on was a young officer called Newton.  He had been in bed for six 
months with compound fractures of both legs.  His sheets were soaked with pus and the heat made the 
smell unbearable.  He was near to death.  I gave him three injections a day of penicillin and studied the 
effects under the microscope – it seemed like a miracle.  Within ten days the infection was cured and 
within a month the young fellow was back on his feet.
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Source M: A photograph showing a blood transfusion in the early twentieth century.  The blood is 
being transfused directly from the blood donor to the patient.
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Study Sources A–M in the Sources Booklet and then read Questions 1–8 to see how they 
relate to each other.

Answer ALL the questions.

1. Study Sources A and B.

 What can you learn from Sources A and B about the problems involved in surgery in the 
mid-nineteenth century?

(6)
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2. Study Source C and use your own knowledge.

 Why was there so much opposition to the use of anaesthetics when they were first 
introduced?  Use Source C and your own knowledge to explain your answer.
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3. Study Sources D and E.

 Compare the value of Sources D and E for an enquiry into the importance of Lister’s use 
of antiseptics in operations.
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4. Study Sources F, G and H.

 How far did the doctors in Sources F, G and H react differently to Lister’s ideas?  Explain 
your answer, using Sources F, G and H.
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5. Study Source I.

 What impression does the author of Source I give of the doctors who opposed Lister?  
Explain your answer, using Source I.

(6)
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6. Study Sources J, K and L.

 How far do Sources J, K and L show that the problem of infection in surgery had been 
overcome by the middle of the twentieth century?  Explain your answer, using Sources J, 
K and L.

(8)
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7. Study Source M and use your own knowledge.

 Give three examples to show how science and technology have improved surgery during 
the first half of the twentieth century.  Use Source M and your own knowledge to explain 
your answer.

(7)
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8.  Study Sources D, J and M and use your own knowledge.

 How far do you agree that there was more progress in surgery in the second half of the 
nineteenth century than in the first half of the twentieth century?  Explain your answer 
using your own knowledge, Sources D, J and M and any other sources you find helpful.
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