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Failure is success in progress.*
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* Albert Einstein (attributed)






INTRODUCTION

THE VICTORIAN SURGEON ROBERT Liston was a giant of his day—both professionally and literally. At six feet two inches, he was eight inches taller than most British men. He was famous for his brute strength and his speed at a time when both were crucial to his patients’ survival.

Robert was known as the “Fastest Knife” in London. Medical students and members of the public would cram themselves into the operating theater to watch him remove arms and legs. He could lop off a limb in less than thirty seconds, and a spectator might miss a gory detail if they looked away for even a moment. In order to keep both hands free, he would clasp the bloody knife between his teeth while he slashed and sawed. Today, we would consider this disgustingly unhygienic, but Robert didn’t because he and his fellow surgeons didn’t know about germs.
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Robert was a pioneer in the operating theater. For example, he invented a method for cutting through a limb that left behind a U-shaped flap of tissue that could be used to cover the end of the bone. This totally changed the way amputations were performed. He also created what later became known as the “Liston knife,” which had a long, straight blade that was sharpened on both edges. This made cutting through skin, muscle, and tissue much faster. And he invented a type of leg splint for setting broken bones that would be recommended in first aid manuals for more than one hundred years!

But Robert experienced his fair share of failure as well. His speed was both a gift and a curse. His most famous mishap involved an operation during which he worked so fast that he took off three of his assistant’s fingers and, while switching blades, slashed a spectator’s coat. The unlucky bystander died from fright on the spot, and both the assistant and the patient later kicked the bucket due to infection. It’s the only surgery in history said to have had a 300 percent fatality rate!

Despite Robert’s failures, he was still considered one of the most successful surgeons of his day. He was fearless, and he often agreed to operate on patients for whom surgery was a last resort. In doing so, he saved many lives.

Robert Liston is a shining example of what we’re going to show you in this book, which is that success and failure are often two sides of the same coin. Most of the time, you can’t have one without the other. You’ll also see how something that’s hailed as a medical success at one time in history can be thrown out with the trash in another, as ideas, understanding, and experience all develop over the ages. This is a normal part of what we call the “scientific method.” It’s okay to change our minds as new evidence and information become available. In fact, being open to new ideas is essential to scientific progress!

Of course, some disasters never had an upside. The history of medicine is littered with unethical, unhygienic, unscientific, and just-plain-wrong practices. But you’ll see how sometimes a major foul-up led unexpectedly to an incredible breakthrough. Doctors came to a better understanding of the human body, and the best ways to treat it, through centuries of failures, mistakes, and misunderstandings. Plus, we’ll show that nobody is immune to messing up. Even medical geniuses balanced their triumphs with a healthy number of false starts and downright wrong-headedness.
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We have put on our rubber gloves, grabbed a knife, and rummaged around in the guts of history, pulling out the juiciest examples of stuff that went very, very badly wrong. Each of our chapters explains how medicine has treated different parts of the body through the ages—with differing degrees of success.

So, lean in close and watch carefully. Just be wary of that flashing blade!
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HEAD-SHAKERS

Trials and errors to do with the noggin


IT OFTEN TOOK MEDICAL SCIENCE a long time to turn a wrongheaded approach into a world-changing success story. Take, for example, the question of exactly when someone should be declared dead.

People feared being pronounced dead when they were only unconscious—nobody wanted to be buried alive! Some doctors used the lack of a pulse to determine death. Others felt that death could only be confirmed once the body began to rot. In the eighteenth century, the head was shoved right into the middle of the debate about how to tell the difference between “absolute” and “apparent” death, leading to some truly weird experiments.

In October of 1791, the French government ordered that all those sentenced to death should be beheaded. And this was all thanks to the advice of a doctor! His name was Joseph-Ignace Guillotin, and he had the strange idea that a mechanical chopping device for executing criminals humanely and quickly would be a useful first step toward ending the death penalty. Although beheading may not sound humane, it would replace hanging, which could be a horribly long death as the condemned slowly choked at the end of a rope.
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The guillotine was born, but it led to terrible bloodshed during the French Revolution, in which thousands of people lost their heads. Dr. Guillotin failed miserably in his goal to abolish the death penalty. After the good doctor’s death in 1814, his family asked the government to rename the device as they didn’t want to be associated with it. Unfortunately for the Guillotin family, their request was turned down, so the family changed its name instead.
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As soon as the guillotine was put into use, arguments broke out over whether its victims were really dead at the moment their heads came off.

After a woman named Charlotte Corday was beheaded in 1793, the executioner slapped her, and witnesses swore they saw her blush! Her staring eyes also suggested she was aware of her terrible situation. Someone even wrote to Dr. Guillotin to ask if he was certain that a person’s feelings and personality died as soon as they were decapitated. Others soon set out to find an answer.
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In England, severed heads were often put on spikes and displayed on London Bridge. Many people believed these gross trophies had healing powers, and some even thought drinking from a human skull could cure ailments. In the sixteenth century, a number of Germans working at the Royal Mint in London fell suddenly ill (likely due to breathing in the copper fumes from coin making). To try to heal them, the heads on London Bridge were taken down, the flesh was boiled off, and the skulls were made into cups for the sick workers. Some of the men recovered, but many of them died. Surprise, surprise!
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The first to reportedly investigate whether the guillotine caused immediate death was a Dr. Séguret, who experimented on guillotined heads during the French Revolution. In




[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]



[image: ]







[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]



[image: ]


[image: ]



[image: ]

A TASTE OF THEIR OWN MEDICINE …
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