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Sport has played a very important part in the physical, psychological as well as social rehabilitation of the paralysed, and the profound value of sport in preventing these patients from retiring into inactivity cannot be exaggerated.

—Dr. Ludwig Guttmann


Sport is a preserver of health.

—Hippocrates, Greek physician (460–357 BCE)

Anyone who lives a sedentary life and does not exercise . . . even if he eats good foods and takes care of himself according to proper medical principles—all his days will be painful ones and his strength will wane.

—Maimonides, Jewish philosopher and physician (1135–1204)
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Chapter 1

An Ailment Not to Be Treated
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In June 1944, Reg Townsend was digging a trench in the north of France when he heard an explosion. He shouted to his fellow soldiers to take cover in the six-foot-deep hole. But it was too late. Shrapnel rained from a second round of German mortar bombs. A nearby soldier was struck in the head. Reg was hit elsewhere: “I had the immediate sensation of floating in the air—most peculiar—but when I tried to move and found that I couldn’t, I knew that I caught it in the spine.”



Diagnosis

Paraplegia [pear-uh-PLEE-jee-uh] is a medical term used to describe a person who no longer has feeling in the legs and lower half of the body. This loss of feeling, also known as paralysis, may be caused by disease, stroke, or an accident in which the bones in the spine are fractured, dislocated, crushed, or compressed. Some common causes of spinal cord injury are car or motorcycle crashes, falls, gunshot or knife wounds, high-impact sports accidents, and diving into shallow water.
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Wounded soldiers evacuated by jeep; France, 1944
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A page from the ancient Egyptian medical text in which the oldest known description of paraplegia is found




 

Reg Townsend was rushed from the battlefield to the base hospital. Within days, he was flown back to his home country of England, where doctors informed him that he had paraplegia and would never walk again.

The oldest known description of paraplegia was found on an Egyptian scroll dating back to the time of the Pyramids, around 2700 BCE. The scroll contained detailed medical instructions for treating forty-eight illnesses. But spinal injury was classified as simply “an ailment not to be treated.”
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Many years later, around 200 CE, a Greek surgeon named Galen studied the injuries of gladiators who had fallen from their chariots, possibly the earliest type of vehicle accident.

He learned that injuries near the top of the spine were the most serious and often led to death. Damage lower down the spine affected breathing, movement of the arms and legs, and control of the bladder and bowel. Damage to the lowest section of the spine might affect only the legs and bladder.

Over time, doctors and scientists learned more about the functions of the spine. Yet little was being done to help patients with spinal cord damage. Most died soon after their injury. In the 1940s, paraplegia was still considered by most “an ailment not to be treated.”



[image: A diagram of the spine. It shows a human body with arrows pointing to the vertebrae in spine and the spinal cord running through the middle from the bottom of the spine to the brain.]

Reg Townsend was cast in white plaster from neck to ankles. He spent his days flat on his back in a hospital bed, hidden away from other patients, cut off from the world. Doctors had no hope for his recovery. They gave Reg, and others like him, an unfortunate nickname: “incurables.”



Could any doctor make a difference to these patients?
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Chapter 2

Headstrong
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As a young boy, Ludwig Guttmann lived in a German mining town called Königshütte, near the border of what is now Poland. His father, Bernhard, ran a distillery business, while his mother, Dorothea, stayed busy raising Ludwig and his three younger sisters. Both of Ludwig’s grandfathers owned farms. During the summers, Ludwig spent long days in the fields helping with the corn harvest.

 



[image:  ]

 

When it came to school, Ludwig was less interested in hard work. He liked to do things his own way. So he put off homework and projects until the end of each semester and then hurried to catch up and complete his assignments. He did not want to fail and repeat the dull classes! There were a few exceptions. Ludwig enjoyed learning about history. He liked singing with the school choir. Most of all, Ludwig was interested in sports. Running and soccer were his favorites. He was one of the shortest in his class, but he was fast. He outraced opponents. He flew across finish lines. Ludwig loved to win and made many friends among his teammates.
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As a young Jewish boy, Ludwig faced other types of rivalries at school. One day at recess, a classmate of Ludwig’s insulted another boy, calling him “a damned Jew.” Ludwig stood up for his friend. He confronted the bully. When Ludwig demanded an explanation for the name calling, the boy only yanked on Ludwig’s tie, a special gift from his mother. A fistfight broke out. Before a teacher could stop the scuffle, the bell rang and the boys trudged back to class. Ludwig was let off with a warning. But the other boy received detention for the name calling. He had to apologize to both Ludwig and his Jewish classmate.
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Little did Ludwig know, this type of anti-Semitic behavior—prejudice or aggression toward Jewish people—would become more frequent in Germany, and more dangerous, in the coming years.


Chapter 3

The Miner
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As Ludwig reached his final months of high school in early 1917, he was presented with an opportunity: He could take his final exams now and graduate early as long as he agreed to join the National Emergency Services. This organization placed volunteers in jobs where there were not enough workers. Still uninspired by his classes, Ludwig jumped at the chance to be done with school. Germany was facing its third year of war with Russia, France, and Britain. The Great War, later renamed World War I, affected many men in Ludwig’s family. His father and several cousins served in the German armed forces. Ludwig was a healthy eighteen-year-old male. He too wanted to serve his country. While he waited to be called to duty, he passed his finals, finished school, and began his volunteer service.
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German soldiers marching in World War I, circa 1916




 

With more than ten million German men engaged in the war, there were shortages of workers at the mines, the iron foundries, the hospitals, and the schools. Ludwig had some interest in medicine, so he was assigned the position of orderly at a local hospital. He moved patients from one part of the hospital to another, emptied bedpans, cleaned rooms, and changed sheets. When he was asked to hold up lights for a surgeon to better see inside a patient, Ludwig’s stomach churned. He rushed from the operating room, later confessing “I can’t look at blood.” It took several attempts before he could watch an entire operation.
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German coal miners in the early 1900s




 

The hospital was located in the middle of Königshütte’s industrial area. Many of the patients were coal miners who had been injured at work. Mining jobs were dangerous from the start, but because of the war, the mines were now understaffed and accidents were even more common.

Ludwig assisted many patients during his time as an orderly. One was a young coal miner, not much older than Ludwig himself. The miner was brought to the hospital with a broken back. He couldn’t feel or move his legs. Ludwig read the notes in the chart: complete paraplegia from the waist down. The patient was hoisted up and away from his bed by four strong men so the doctor could work from underneath, attempting to realign the bones in the miner’s fractured spine. Then the patient was cast in plaster from shoulders to ankles and left alone in a corner of the hospital, screened off from other patients.

Ludwig asked about the next steps for the young miner’s recovery. But sadly, there were none. “Dead in six weeks at the latest,” said one of the doctors. “Just watch him—you will see and learn.”
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Over the next month, the miner’s eyes grew sunken. His face withered. He couldn’t feel his bladder, so urine would not empty properly. The bladder became infected with bacteria. He couldn’t roll over because of the bulky cast. His
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