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SEMMELWEIS - A MARTYR TO HIS DISCOVERY 
W By BERTHA GASTER 

\ A young Hungarian doctor 
w sat in his of ice in the great 
^General Hospital in Vienna, 

holding his head in his hands 
f!nds R as h e listened to the bell of 

' e last sacraments receding 
ftitn. lQwn the wards. Another wo-

^nan dying of childbed fever. 
Wine the week before. Last 

ak rear (1846) well over five 
mndred. Why? Why? Why? 

is I For mnay years the scourge 
L »f Puerperal fever had raged 

|lle. as through the hospitals of Eur-
^'•pe. The science of bacteriol-

gy. Was as yet unknown and 
tir various unconvincing theories 

n the cause of the fever had 
-s [\ een advanced. The doctor, 

?naz Semmelweis, found him-
nd,^elf obsessed by the problem. 
jfH'vBorn in 1818, the son of a 

rosperous merchant, he had 
, ft his native Budapest to 

Ltleil>;udy law in Vienna, but soon 
irned to medicine. Frank 

hi. J^d sensitive by nature, im-
[ft
n ŷ ialtensely hardworking, he was 

ie of the group of physicians 
' liberal tendencies sharply 
iposed by the obscurantist 
edical 'establishment of 
etternich's Austria. While 
dting for an official hospital 
>pointment, S e m m e l w e i s 
)rked to perfect his know-
Ige and skill, specializing in 
stetrics. The florid, pre-
iturely balding young phy-

(souvenirc, :^an rose early every morn-
? to examine the bodies of 
>men dead from gynaeco-

wttjical diseases, and s ; p e n t 
ig hours in the dirt and 
men of the two Obsttetric 

pee anditfsjons of the hospital which 
*ved respectively to train 

,dical students and mid-

[d to passeilt had a strange effect on 
nerves when I heard the 

)SOOI11 (of the sacraments) hur-
d past my door; a s i g h 

jfe W)t|ald escape my heart for the 
irned by an unknown power. 
is bell was a painful exhor­

ts or lion to me to search for 
s unknown cause with all 
heart." 

low. 
T. 

a l l . 

E CAUSE . . . 
)ne t h i n g in particular 

puzzled him. Why did three 
times as many young women 
die from the dsiease in the 
First Division (run by Dr. 
Klein) as in the Second, when 
conditions in both were appar­
ently identical? Here, he felt, 
was the clue, and slowly and 
patiently he set out to check 
and discard all the prevailing 
hypotheses. 

In March 1847 his great op­
portunity came. After a false 
start he had finaly been con 
firmed as Assistant in the 
First Divislion, 'almost imme­
diately to be shocked with the 
news of the death of a profes­
sor of forensic medicine, Kol-
letschka, folowing a wound in 
the finger from the scalpel of 
one of his pupils. The cause 
of the death was not in dis­
pute: blood poisoning from the 
cadaveric particles—the shreds 
of putrid material from the 
dissected corpse—adhtering to 
the scalpel. But what of each 
of the symptoms and the whole 
progress of the disease, so 
similar to the progress of 
puerperal fever? "Day and 
night." wrote Semmelweis, "I 
was haunted by the vision of 
Kolletschka's malady, and I 
realized with irresistible clear-
nes that the disease which had 
caused his death and that from 
which I had seen so many hun­
dreds of women die in child­
bed, was one and the same." 

But then . . . could the cause 
be the same? Could it be that 
all these women had equally 
been infected by cadaveric ma­
terial? With dazzling clear­
ness all the questions and 
answers fell into shape. "I 
had to answer . . . Yes!" 

THE CURE AND . . . 

Yes, students and doctors 
went straight from the dissect­
ing room to the wards with 
hands unclean from handling 
putrid flesh. And yes, they 
concentrated in the First Div­
ision; the midwives who train­
ed in the Second Division did 
not dissect. Here, here was 
the difference. The answer 
was manifest. Puerperal fever 
was not what everyone had be-
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lieved, a distinct disease in it 
self; it was nothing more or 
less than a f o r m of blood-
poisoning. And the cure? 
Destroy the cadaveric particles 
adhering toi the h a n d s by 
chemical agencies; in o t h e r 
words, let every student and 
doctor wash his hands in dis­
infectant before examination— 
and the women would be safe. 

In May 1847 Semmelweis 
acted. He ordered all students 
to wash their hands in disin­
fectant—a solution of chlorin­
ated lime—before entering the 
wards. In that month the 
death-roll from p u e r p e r a l 
fever in the First Division had 
been 12%. In the folowing 
year of 1848 it had fallen to 
1.27%. Semmelweis had es­
tablished by practical proof 
what Profesor Skoda, one of 
his few supporters of the time, 
described in his 1849 address 
to the Vienna Academy of 
Sciences as "one of the im­
portant discoveries in the do­
main of medicine". Puerperal 
fever could be conquered. 

REJECTION 
There folowed the tragedy 

of Semmelweis's life—and of 
the women he had hoped to 
save. Instead of acclamation 
he found himself facing the 
scepticism and hostility of the 
reactionary professors and in 
particular the personal enmity 
of his chief Dr. Klein. Kind-
hearted to the poor, inflexible 
with his staff, Semmelweis 
was tactless and impatient 
with his superiors. He had 
moreover openly espoused the 
revolutionary cause in the 1848 
uprisings. With the exception 
of a few valiant friends—| 
Skoda. Hebra, Rokitansky and 
others—his doctrine of asepsis 
was ignored, and contrary to 
all precedent his post as As­
sistant was not r e n e w e d . 
Never perhaps, have the bene­
fits of a great discovery been 
denied to humanity so decisive­
ly as through this attitude of 
the medical authorities, which 
delayed its general application 
for many years. 

RETURN TO BUDAPEST 
In 1850, without a word 

Semmelweis abandoned Vienna 
and his hopes of a career 
there. "In October', he wrote, 
"I returned to my birthplace 
Budapest", to remake his life 
as a physician. The situation 
in Hungarian maternity wards 
was no better than in the rest 
of Europe. But Semmelweis 
still had fourteen years of 
fruitful activity before him 
He introduced his doctrine of 
asepsis into St. Rochas Hos­
pital, and within five years 
had reduced mortality f r o m 
puerperal fever to 0.8%. It 
was not till 1861, however 
that he finally broke his sil­
ence and published a full ac­
count of his doctrine in "Die 
Aetiologie" (The Concept and 
Prevention of Childbed Fever). 
But despite the "devastating 
logic of his statistics", the al­
most universal antagonism to 
Narr", "the fool from Buda­
pest", continued; it was then, 
as if beating his head against 
the stubborn wall of prejudice, 
he launched into his almost 
frenzied series of 'Open Let­
ters'; "1,924 patients have lost 
their lives from avoidable in­
fection over the last ten years 
in the Vienna Hospital. In this 
massacre you, Herr Professor, 
have aprticipated . . . I de­
nounce you before God and the 
world as a murderer". 

Then silence a g a i n . But 
Sememwelis had suffered for 
several years from hallucina­
tions and depresison and, final­
ly, his mind gave way. He 
was taken to Vienna in August 
1865 for treatment; two weeks 
later he was dead. But not 
from insanity. By one of the 
inscrutable chances of life he 
died of a small wound in the 
finger, received in the course 
of dissecting, which had turned 
septic. He died of the same 
disease as Kolletschka, the 
disease he had spent his life 
in preventing. 

RECOGNITION 

His work remained buried in 
oblivion. Not till the achieve­
ments of Lister and Pasteur 
was the contribution of this 
great predecessor disinterred 
from the dust, and belated 
recognition accorded him. 

The little baroque house in 
Budapest where he was born 
has been transformed by the 
Hungarian Government into a 
museum of the history of medi-

' International 
Understanding" 

(UNESCO FEATURE) 
The Associated Schools Pro­

ject, which now has more than 
300 member institutions in 43 
countries, was c r e a t e d by 
Unesco in 1953. It began 
with 3 secondary schools in 
15 countries carrying out ex­
perimental programmes to in 
crease pupils' knowledge of 
world afafirs. The work was 
based on three t h e m e s 
foreign countries, h u m a n 
rights, and the rights of wo 
men—with reference to the 
activities of the United Na 
tions and its Specialized Agen 
cies. 

In a 109-page booklet on the 
project's progress just pub­
lished by Unesco, "Inter­
national Understanding at 
School"(*), it is reported that 
considerable success has been 
achieved by fitting one of 
these three themes into regu 
lar courses of study as a centre 
of interest—mainly into geo­
graphy and history, but also 
into art, music, foreign lan­
guages, civics and economics. 
Of the three themes, the fav­
ourite has been foreign coun­
tries. 

Some schools have applied 
the programme during a few 
weeks, others have continued 
it through a school year, the 
average being four or five les­
sons a week for two or three 
months. 

The programme has b e e n 
aided greatly by voluntary ac­
tivities outside the classroom, 
such an exchanges of letters, 
photos and informationj dis­
cussion in debates and in 
school clubs; cultural exhibits 

cine, opened this summer to 
commemorate the centenary of 
his death. In the small court­
yard, silhouetted against th>e 
old flint wall, stands the statue 
of a woman and child and, 
under it, in his first home, 
rests the body of Semmelweis. 
As one stands above it, his 
moving words come into the 
mind. "If it is not vouchsafed 
to me to look upon that happy 
time with my own eyes, the 
conviction that such a t i m e 
sooner or later must inevit­
ably arrive will cheer my 
dying heart." 

Apologia Pro 
Pro Suo 

A horrid thing I have to re-
cal. A chilling tale that must 
not be heard by unready ears 
(pity them!) The other day, 
I was passing one of the class­
rooms in the basement of the 
Library when I heard a most 
horrid noise withon one of the 
classrooms. I only just dared 
to peek in, and—well!—you 
just couldn't guess what I 
saw! ! !— There was the 
editor of this dear p a p e r 
sprawled out on the floor, his 
baggy clothes ripped to shreds, 
his mangled body bleeding. I 
ran up to him to ask him what 
was the matter. 

"Wassa mat te r?" I asked. 
"Fooss" he barely mumbled. 
"What?" 
"Fooss" he repeated. I tried 

to make out what be might be 
talking a b o u t . Finally it 
dawned on me. 

"Oh, WUS," I exclaimed 
without the help of an ex­
clamation mark. 

He shook his head approv­
ingly. I was still curious. 

"What a b o u t Fooss—ah, 
WUS—?" I gently asked him. 

"Fargaret Mann mumbashed 
me" the blood flowing from his 
mouth made it difficult for 
him to express himself prop­
erly. 

"Eh?" I said. 
^Fargaret 'Mann H o r r e n 

mumbashed me 'cause I dodony 
put tsome a er FOOSS arseic-
les in the lass Rah a Whah . . . " 

I finally got the message. 
"Betcha you're sorry," I 

said compassionately. 
He fainted. 

and visits to museums; meet­
ing foreign visitors at the 
schools; and fund-raising for 
causes such as Unesco G i f t 
Coupons. 

In 1955, teacher-training 
schools entered the P r o j e c t 
and. since then, its member­
ship has grown steadily. At 
first it was 'expected that 
many schools would withdraw 
after finishing a series of ex­
periments, but most h a v e 
stayed in, using new ap­
proaches. More than 100,000 
students have been involved. 
The Project has also served to 
interest educational authorities 
in the problem of education for 
international understanding. 
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