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EDWARD JENNER
[1749-1823)

(From the portrait by Fames Novtheote, in the National Portraii CGallery)



Life of Edward Jenner (1749-1823)
By SIR BUCKSTON BROWNE, F.R.CS., LL.D.

It is well-nigh impossible for those living in all the security
of the twentieth century, obtained for us by the genius of
two Englishmen, Jenner and Lister, fully to realise the
horrors of that foul and cruel disease, Smallpox. It was
never more rife in England than in the eighteenth century ;
it yearly killed its thousands, and those who recovered were
usually disfigured facially for life, and frequently blinded.
George Canning (1770-1827), in one of his speeches, said :
* Everyone must sooner or later expect to have the small-
pox.” The disease attacked the high and the low; it
appeared in the palace and the hovel.

In 1744, Louis XV of France, at thirty-four, died of small-
pox ; many previous occupants of the French throne had
died of the disease. The pathetic disfigurement of beautiful
women by smallpox is dwelt upon by Thackeray in * Es-
mond,”’ and by Dickens in “ Bleak House.” While in the
*“ Heart of Midlothian,” published in 1818, describing a
scene happening in 1736, Sir Walter Scott makes special
reference to Edward Jenner in eloquent terms.  Jeanie Deans
has walked to London from Scotland to plead for the life
of her sister Effie. The Duke of Argyll drives her to Rich-
mond, and introduces her to Queen Caroline (1683-1737),
wife of George II.  Scott writes that the Queen’s features
were good, but disfigured by the smallpox, “ that venomous
scourge which each village Zsculapius (thanks to Jenner)
can now tame as easily as their tutelary deity subdued her

Python.” To-day a medical man may pass a long lifetime,
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knee. On each side of the chair appear the staff of Ascula-

pius and the fore part of a cow’s head.

At home, in the country, Jenner appeared as a clean-
shaven, good-looking man of medium height, wearing a
broad-brimmed hat, his white hair gathered into what was
then called “a club.” He wore a blue coat with gilt
buttons, buckskin breeches, well-polished jockey boots with
handsome silver spurs, and he carried a silver-banded riding
whip. He generally rode a white horse, and altogether
made an attractive, smart and cheery figure.

Edward Jenner was born on May 17th, 1749, in the
Gloucestershire village of Berkeley. He came of sound
English clerical stock. He went to the Grammar School
in Cirencester, and when about sixteen was apprenticed to
Mr. Ludlow, a surgeon at Sodbury, near Bristol. The boy
was devoted to natural history from his childhood, particu-
larly to geology and ornithology, and specially studied the
strange habits of the cuckoo and the marvellous trans-
migration of birds. He loved his flute and his violin. He
was not averse to good society and moderate conviviality.
His friends thought that had he cared, he might have
become a distinguished poet, for he wrote good verse and
songs, and often sang the latter. His main characteristic,
however, and the secret of the magnificent achievement of
his life, was his insatiable curiosity—his inquisitiveness ;
for, like Queen Esther, he must know “ what it was and
why it was.” Curiosity is a supreme quality, and together
with Hunger and Love, has probably led, as nothing else
has done, to Man’s progress on this planet. Jane Austen,
with a woman’s instinct, wishing to pour scorn upon the
head of one of her characters—Mr. Price, Fanny's father—
says  he had no curiosity.” It was doubtless this curiosity,
a determination to know all there was to know about his
profession, which, when he was twenty-one and at the end






il a

Ty

P T T —

T

5

Jenner thinking. On making enquiry, he found that the
girl’s opinion was universally held in all the dairy farms
round about ; but the idea was laughed to scorn by all the
local medical men, for they frequently came across smallpox
in cases said previously to have had cowpox. Jenner,
however, was greatly impressed, and determined to prove
the girl’s statement to be true or false by patient observation
and experiment. All was not so simple as it may have
looked at first sight. Jenner soon found that there were
many affections of the cow’s teats and udder communicable
to the milker’s hand ; that many cases of so-called cowpox
were spurious, that cowpox was comparatively rare, and
that it was these facts that had led his local medical brothers
to give no credence to the popular belief. It will casily
be understood how difficult was the problem which Jenner
had set himself to prove, one way or the other.

The farms were wide apart, locomotion was on horse-
back, and his practice as a country doctor time consuming.
The question, however, never left his mind. He became
so obsessed that he could often talk of nothing else, and he
was threatened—let us trust only as a joke—with expulsion
from one of the two rustic medical clubs to which he
belonged, as an insupportable bore. The next twenty-five
years of his life were devoted to the problem, and finally
were crowned with complete success.

On May 14th, 1796, he successfully inoculated a healthy
boy of eight, John Phipps, with cowpox from the hand of a
milkmaid—Sarah Nelmes—and some eight weeks after
inoculated the boy with true smallpox, without any resulting
disease ! Jenner continued his observations, and soon felt
that he was on the right road to great achievement. For
some months he went about his daily work oppressed by
the knowledge that he, and he alone, possessed the secret
for the prevention of smallpox, and the saving of thousands
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