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18th and 19th Century Medicine 

Word Definition 

1. Smallpox A dangerous disease causing fever that was a major cause of 
death until it was beaten by vaccination. 

2. Inoculation Putting a low dose of a disease into the body to help it fight 
against a more serious attack of the disease. 

3. Vaccination The injection into the body of killed or weakened organisms to 
give the body resistance against disease. 

4. Edward Jenner An English doctor who discovered vaccination. Jenner noticed 
that smallpox could be prevented by infecting people with 
cowpox, a much more mild disease, and published this theory in 
1798. 

5. Anaesthetic  A drug given to produce unconsciousness before or during 
surgery. 

6. Chloroform  A liquid whose vapour acts as an anaesthetic, making the patient 
unconscious. It was first used by James Simpson in 1847. It was 
not problem-free, as patients sometimes died because doctors 
used too much. 

7. James Simpson A Scottish professor who discovered chloroform in 1847.  

8. Cholera An infectious disease causing severe vomiting and diarrhoea, 
usually caught from infected water supplies. A huge cholera 
epidemic broke out in 1854, killing over 20,000 people. 

9. Epidemic  A widespread outbreak of a disease at a particular time. 

10. John Snow A London doctor who discovered that cholera was caught from 
unhealthy water supplies, not “bad air”. He noticed that most 
deaths from cholera were of people living near the local water 
pump, which was contaminated by a leaking cesspit. 

11. Broad Street Pump The water pump close to John Snow’s surgery in Broad Street, 
London, which he used to demonstrate that cholera came from 
dirty water. He removed that pump’s handle so that people 
could no longer get water from it, and found that cholera deaths 
in that area stopped. 

12. 1848 Public Health 
Act 

A government law which set up a Board of Health, and 
encouraged local councils to pay for public health 
improvements. It did little to improve health because it was not 
compulsory, and most towns took little or no action.  

13. The Great Stink The name given to the smell from the river Thames during the 
very hot summer of 1858, which was worst outside the Houses 
of Parliament.  

14. 1875 Public Health 
Act 

A law which made it compulsory for local councils to improve 
sewers, provide fresh water supplies, and appoint medical 
officers to inspect public health facilities. 

15. Germ theory The theory put forward by Louis Pasteur in 1861, which said that 
diseases were caused by bacteria. 

16. Bacteria  Tiny living organisms which cause disease. Also called germs or 
microbes. 

17. Louis Pasteur A French scientist who discovered that bacteria, not “bad air”, 
caused diseases. He also developed the first vaccines since 
Jenner’s smallpox vaccine, including ones for rabies and anthrax.  

18. Joseph Lister A Scottish surgeon who produced the first antiseptic in 1865, 
after reading Pasteur’s germ theory.  



19. Antiseptics  Chemicals used to kill bacteria and prevent infection. 

20. Robert Koch A German scientist who built on Pasteur’s work by beginning to 
identify the specific bacteria which cause individual diseases. 

21. Florence Nightingale A nurse who transformed hospital care by stressing the 
importance of hygiene and cleanliness. She worked as a nurse in 
the Crimean War in the 1850s and was horrified by the dirty 
hospital conditions there. 

22. Workhouses Institutions where people who could no longer support 
themselves were sent to live. They contained separate 
infirmaries to care for the sick and poor.  

23. Cottage hospitals Small local hospitals. The first opened in 1859. 

24. Voluntary hospitals Hospitals where doctors gave their time for free, often 
supported by donations from wealthy local people.  

25. Patent medicines 
(“Cure-alls”) 

Mass-produced medicines which often claimed to cure all 
illnesses, even though many contained ingredients with no 
medical benefits. 

26. Industrial Revolution The period of rapid industrial development in the 18th and 19th 
centuries.  

27. Privies Toilets, usually public toilets outside houses. Flushing toilets did 
not become widely available until the late 19th century. 

28. Edwin Chadwick Social reformer whose 1842 report on The Sanitary Condition of 
the Labouring Population contributed to the passing of the 1848 
Public Health Act. 

 

 

 

 

Key Dates 

c.1750-c.1900 Industrial Revolution in Britain. 

1798 Edward Jenner published his work on vaccination. 

1842 Edwin Chadwick’s report on The Sanitary Condition of the 
Labouring Population was published. 

1847 James Simpson discovered chloroform as an effective 
anaesthetic. 

1848 Public Health Act introduced which encouraged public 
health improvements, but did not make them compulsory. 

 
 

1854 

Huge cholera epidemic. John Snow carried out his Broad 
Street Pump experiment to prove that cholera was caught 
from dirty water. 

Florence Nightingale and her team of 38 nurses were sent 
to treat soldiers in the Crimean War.  

1861 Louis Pasteur published his germ theory. 

1865 Joseph Lister used carbolic acid to treat a patient’s wound, 
the first antiseptic. 

1875 Public Health Act introduced which made public health 
improvements by local councils compulsory. 


