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EVENTY years after the American people gained their freedom and
independence, the young republic achieved a greater triumph for all

mankind, liberation from the century-old, invincible tyranny of operative
pain. October 16, 1846 will therefore always be a memorable day: for
the first time an operation was performed in a great hospital under general
anesthesia.

The news went from Boston to England. On December 18, 1846, the
•London Medical Gazette reported the operation at the Massachusetts Gen-
eral Hospital. Three days later, at.the University College Hospital in
London, Liston amputated the thigh of a man who, upon inhaling the
vapors of sulphuric ether, could stand the operation without feeling pain.

It is not known through precisely what channels German surgeons be-
came acquainted with this great invention, but the first German scientific
publication dealing with the use of ether shows that the good news of
general anesthesia reached Germany simultaneously from America and
England. This paper, "On die use of sulphuric ether vapors in obstetrics,"
was read by Eduard Caspar Jacob von Siebold, professor of obstetrics
and gynecology, before the Royal Society of Sciences of Goettingen on
May 8, 1847 and published in the Proceedings of the Society (Fig. 1). In
his introductory remarks von Siebold says: "Since the news of the use of
sulphuric ether vapors in eliminating the pain of surgical operations came
from America and England some months ago, it could easily be foreseen
that this remedy . . . would soon also interest obstetricians in its use."

Indeed in Germany only a short interval of time elapsed between the
first surgical use of ether and its obstetrical use. As far as we know,
Heyfelder of the University Surgical Hospital at Erlangen (Bavaria) was
the first surgeon in Germany to perform surgical operations on patients
anesthetized by the inhalation of sulphuric ether. Four weeks after Lis-
ton's operation in London, and three months after Warren performed his
first painless operation, Heyfelder used ether in operations. From January
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24 to March 17, 1847, he etherized 120 patients. Most of the operations
were minor, but 20 were major operations.

In Vienna on January 22, 1847, Schuh began experiments with ether,
subjecting dogs to inhalations. Having found these experiments safe and
successful, he repeated them on healthy persons on January 25, and on
January 27 he removed an aneurysm using ether narcosis.

In Berlin the first operation with ether narcosis was performed on Febru-
ary 6, the orthopedist Behrend operating successfully on a clubfoot. On
the same day at Prague, Halla performed the first operation on an ether-
ized patient. Two weeks later an obstetrician reported on the use of ether
vapor in very painful labor pains: Hammer at Mannheim published his
successful treatment in his home-town daily. Thus the Mannheimer Abend
Zeitung (48, February 19, 1847, 191) has the glory of the first publication
in German of the pain-eliminating influence of sulphuric ether inhalation.

In preparing this paper I was surprised to find that the earliest scientific
reports on the use of ether in German surgery were published in the Ga-
zette Medicale de Paris. In extended physiological experiments, the Associa-
tion of German Physicians in Paris undertook regular observations of the
influence of ether on human beings. The older men of the association ad-
ministered ether to the younger men (men from 25 to 34 years of age) un-
til complete insensibility was obtained; during this time changes of heart-
beat and respiration as well as all other symptoms were recorded. Upon
awakening, the young physicians gave reliable and clear information on
their experiences during etherization. Nineteen young doctors participated
in this experiment. By February 6th (the date of the first operations under
ether at Prague and Berlin) the report of these experiments was published
by the Association in the Gazette Medicale (6, 101) and the French editor
called the publication "le document le plus interessant. . . sur ce sujet."

A month later the Gazette Medicale (March 6, 1847, No. 10) published
a report from Aronssohn, its medical correspondent in Strassburg, sum-
marizing the experiences in Germany with ether. He reported that de
Wattman in Vienna performed a resection of the lower jaw with etheriza-
tion; the operation lasted 41 minutes, but the patient felt no pain the whole
time. Schuh used ether for the extraction of a tooth and the amputation of
a hip. Aronssohn also mentioned that ether was administered at the
Veterinary School of Vienna for the castration of a stallion, and the horse
remained motionless during the entire operation.

From Munich 4 cases of Rothmund were reported: a patient suffering
from a stercoral fistula was treated with the cautery; under etheriza-
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tdon, the patient had an agreeable dream, but the muscles touched by the
cautery showed strong contractions. The fourth case is of especial in-
terest: the patient suffered from a strangulated hernia for 3 hours. Under
the influence of ether the reduction was carried out very easily by simple
taxis, while all manipulations used before etherization were fruitless.

In Augsburg, Reisinger treated 3 patients using ether inhalation: an am-
putation of a leg, a circumcision, and the cauterization of the hip in the
treatment of coxalgia.

Fortunately die use of die cautery did not cause an ether explosion
either in Munich or in Augsburg; it is evident from all the accounts that
the administration of ether was stopped as soon as insensibility was reached
and die cautery was therefore not so dangerous as it might be today.

At Homburg near Frankfurt, Trapp removed 3 atheromas from the
head of a patient, who was anesdietized after 8 or 10 inspirations of edier.
Hammer's first obstetrical operation is also reported, as well as two
others: an operation for strabismus and the removal of a tumor of the upper
eyelid.

In Berlin, Dieffenbach used ether anesdiesia in performing rhinoplasty
on a 16-year-old boy whose nose was destroyed by a scrofulous ulcer. The
preliminary trial-etherization was so complete after one minute of inhala-
tion that artificial resuscitation had to be administered. When edier was
administered for the operation it took two minutes to obtain an adequate
effect; during the entire operation the patient remained motionless and felt
nothing, although he was conscious and aware of all that went on around
him.

Aronssohn also reported a meeting at the Berlin Charite Hospital on
February 15, 1847, at which Juengken, director of die hospital, made
public his experiments widi edier in 6 successful cases. Especially convinc-
ing was the case of a patient suffering from a tumor albus with caries of
the knee, and treated with a moxa (die old Chinese treatment) which was
kept burning for five minutes. The patient awoke when the operation was
over and assured the doctor that he would be able to undergo the opera-
tion.

The above notes show that the prodromal stage of anesdiesia was the
only method of etherization dien used. It is dierefore understandable why
the first period of edier anesdiesia in Germany was not marred by fatal
incidents.

I believe that die most important factor in the general acceptance of
ether anesthesia in major operations was von Siebold's paper before the
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ABHANDLUNGEN
DEB

KONIGUCHEN GESELLSCHAFT DER WISSENSCHAFTEN

Z C G O T T I N G E N .

DRITTER BAND.

VON DEN JAHREN 1845 — 1847.

I
HIT DREI KTPFEtt- UND ZWEI STEINDUICKTAFELN.

IX DER DUTEniCHSCBEK BUC HHAIMD LUNG.

FIG. I . Title-page of Abhandlungen containing von Siebold's address to the
-»i Royal Society of Sciences at Goettingen.
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FIG. I . Wol f s sculpture group about the chloroform death of the bear of the Berlin Zoo.
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Royal Society of Sciences at Goettingen, then the most influential scientific
society in the German-speaking countries.

Von Siebold referred to only a few cases with unusual labor pains and
to some other obstetrical operations, but he presented the question in such
clear, careful, scientific language that the paper must be regarded as one of
die classics of medical literature. In administering ether, he used a simple
apparatus like that of Max Langenbeck of the Goettingen Surgical Uni-
versity Hospital. Von Siebold made his experiments in four different
groups. First he studied the influence of ether vapor on healthy women who
were not pregnant; then he studied the influence of ether inhalations on
pregnant women and observed its action on the fetus; then he used etheri-
zation at normal deliveries; and finally he used etherization at obstetrical
operations, especially those involving use of die forceps.

Von Siebold began his experiments on February 24, 1847. He remarks
in his paper: "The first news of the use of sulphuric ether in obstetrics was
received from Simpson, teacher of this specialty at Edinburgh." Von Sie-
bold found the notice of Simpson's first use of ether, at a delivery on Janu-
ary 19, in the London Medical Gazette (January 1847, p. 218); on p. 212
of the same issue is the report that on January 25th, at St. Bartholomew's
Hospital in London, Skey used ether at a Caesarean section. Von Siebold
emphatically points out the importance of avoiding careless and reckless
experiments, and he poses the question: Shall midwives be allowed to use
this remedy? He gives us the interesting information that by April 6, 1847
the Hannoverian Ministry of the Interior had already published a law for-
bidding the use of sulphuric ether at operations performed by barber-
surgeons and dentists unless a licensed physician was present. The Gazette
Medicale (July 3, 1847, No. 27) contains an order of the Hessen-Darm-
stadt government forbidding the use of ether by health-officers, dentists,
and midwives.

In all the early reports the use of ether inhalations is called etherization
or ether narcosis. The technical term of the English-speaking countries,
general anesthesia, was never accepted in Germany. More than fifty years
later it was used for local and block anesthesia (Lokal- und Leitungs-Ands-
thesie). German physicians called the method Narcose, but the popular term
for the new invention, chloroformieren, indicates clearly the important role
played by chloroform in general anesthesia in Germany.

Ether could maintain its undisputed rule in general anesthesia for only
one year. A rival suddenly arose, overshadowing ether inhalation in Eu-
rope for more than half a century. The general acceptance of chloroform by
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German physicians was based on the authority of Simpson of Edinburgh
who had first introduced ether inhalation into gynecological surgery. In
November 1847 n e published his observations on the new anesthetic and
recommended it warmly because of its many supposed advantages over
ether. In a surprisingly short time chloroform was the predominant anes-
thetic in Germany. It is particularly surprising, because at first there were
fatal accidents from chloroform inhalations; the number of victims of ether
inhalation was very small compared with the number of victims of chloro-
form inhalation. Indeed, the very first use of chloroform at Berlin resulted
in a fatal issue, but far from becoming a warning of die dangers involved
in the use of chloroform, die story became the source of much amusement
to the inhabitants of the town. According to the story, King Frederick
William IV was asked for an animal from die zoo for the first experiment
with chloroform. By chance a big bear required an operation for cataract.
The bear was operated on by the leading surgeon, Juengken, but didn't
awaken from the chloroform narcosis; he was apparently a victim of
chloroform.

The King found the premonitory deadi of the poor bear so amusing diat
he ordered Wolf, the leading animal sculptor, to make a witty memorial
sculpture. The latter made a wooden group, giving the animals the fea-
tures of well known Berlin physicians (Fig. 2). The little fox at die left of
the first row has Juengken's features. A limerick contest was held and the
prize-winning verses read:1

A dead man is the bear, I fear,
The reason, well, this chloroform here.
A consultation of medical men
Treated too humanly die animal dien.
The foxlet grins, little bear will lament,
The wolf erects his monument.2

In a short time the number of deadis from chloroform increased re-
markably, but all these serious failures and setbacks did not stop the popu-
larity of the use of chloroform. After a few years chloroform had gained
universal acceptance as die anesthetic of choice all over Europe. Binz has
reported from his own experiences during the Austro-Prussian War in

1 Der Bar ist nun ein toter Mann Der Wolf setzt ihm dies Monument.
Das Chloroform ist schulde daran • This translation is reprinted from Victor
Ein arztliches Collegium Robinson, Victory Over Pain; a History of
Ging mit dem Tier zu menschlich am. Anesthesia (New York, Henry Schuman 1946)
Das Fiichslein grinst, 233.
Das Barlein flennt,
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1866 and the Franco-German war (1870-71) that only chlorofom was
used for general anesthesia. Although the statistical researches of the
German Surgical Association in 1894 showed a ratio of 1 =5.5 deaths from
ether compared to deaths from chloroform (1 death from every 13,160
ether inhalations to 1 death from every 2647 chloroform inhalations), it
took more than 25 years longer to eliminate the dangerous chloroform from
surgery.

From the beginning Dieffenbach used ether. After a very cautious use
at first, he became so enthusiastic that he wrote to the surgeon Stromeyer
at Hannover in a famous letter (end of 1847):

The wonderful dream that pain has been taken away from us has become
reality. Pain, the highest consciousness of our earthly existence, the most distinct
sensation of the imperfection of our body, must bow before the power of the
human mind, before the power of ether vapor.
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