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The Myth of the Milkmaid
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wo hundred fifty years ago,

an almost-forgotten country
doctor made an observation while
inoculating a group of farmers
against smallpox. Although John
Fewster never appreciated the im-
portance of his discovery, he told
his colleagues what he had found,
setting in motion a process that
led to the development of the
smallpox vaccine and the even-
tual eradication of the virus. All
immunizations arguably have their
origins in this event.

Almost all histories of vacci-
nation state that Edward Jenner
became aware of the benefits of
cowpox from a conversation with
a milkmaid who claimed that she
was immune to smallpox because
she had had cowpox. According
to variations of this story, milk-
maids were known for their un-
blemished complexions and fabled
beauty. In fact, the milkmaid story
is a myth invented by Jenner’s
biographer, John Baron, 13 years
after Jenner’s death in order to
protect his reputation amid the
many assertions that he did not
discover cowpox.! Jenner never
claimed to have been responsible
for discovering the benefits of
cowpox and referred to a vague
“rumour in the dairies.”

However, there is a contempo-
rary account of the events that
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led Jenner to appreciate the pos-
sibilities of vaccination with cow-
pox that was published during
Jenner’s lifetime and that he never
denied.

In 1796, Fewster, a country sur-
geon based in the Gloucestershire
town of Thornbury, wrote about
an event that had occurred in
1768. That year, he and two col-
leagues, Hugh Grove and Daniel
Sutton, began inoculating people
against smallpox. “We found in
this practice that a great number
of patients could not be infected
with Small Pox poison, not with-
standing repeated exposure under
most favourable circumstances for
taking the disease,” Fewster re-
counted. “At length the cause of
the failure was discovered from
the case of a farmer who was in-
oculated several times ineffectu-
ally, yet he assured us that he had
never suffered the Small Pox, but,
says he, ‘I have had the Cow Pox
lately to a violent degree, if that’s
any odds.”” It turned out that the
other patients with no response
to smallpox inoculation had all
had cowpox as well.

Fewster described his observa-
tion to his medical society, which
met at the Ship Inn in Alveston
and was composed of about seven
other local surgeons and apothe-
caries. Among them were the
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Ludlow brothers, Daniel and Ed-
ward. In 1768, Jenner was their
apprentice. He probably heard
from them about the phenome-
non that would ensure his fame.
Jenner told his friend James Car-
rick Moore that 1768 was the
year he learned of cowpox.? In
addition, the fact that Fewster
was associated with Sutton indi-
cates that Fewster’s observation
occurred after 1766, when the
Suttonian method of inoculation
became widespread, and before
1770, when Jenner went to London
already aware of the phenome-
non. Jenner also wrote that farm-
ers became aware of the immuno-
genic effects of cowpox only
after the Suttonian method be-
came readily available.! Both Few-
ster and his partner Grove were
experienced doctors who had
practiced in Gloucestershire for
many years. The fact that they
hadn’t heard of the phenomenon
suggests there was no general
folk belief that having been in-
fected with cowpox offered pro-
tection against smallpox.

When Jenner returned to
Gloucestershire in 1774, he joined
the medical society with Fewster
and the Ludlows. Baron wrote
that cowpox was a frequent topic
of conversation but wasn’t con-
sidered particularly important.
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Even after Jenner published re-
ports of his first experiments with
cowpox, Fewster didn’t think the
phenomenon was of any signifi-
cance, in part because he consid-
ered cowpox to be more severe
than the side effects of smallpox
inoculation. “Inoculation of the
Small Pox seems to be so well
understood that there is little
need of a substitute,” he wrote.
The cowpox finding “is curious,
however, and may lead to other
improvements.™ Fortunately, Jen-
ner realized that if natural cow-
pox produced immunity, then
inoculated cowpox would do so
as well.

Fewster, who died in 1824, was
recognized as the discoverer of
the benefits of cowpox in his,
and Jenner’s, lifetimes. His obit-
uary recorded that he was “uni-

N ENGL ) MED 378;5

versally considered in [Thorn-
bury] as the first person who
noted the effects of vaccine virus.”
Because of the “skill and perse-
verance” of both Fewster and
Jenner, it continued, “the bless-
ings of vaccine virus were dis-
tributed through the earth.”
There are many paradoxical as-
pects of the cowpox story. The
vaccinia virus used in the final
smallpox eradication drive was
not in every case cowpox, and its
origin remains unknown. Fewster,
who made the observation that
led to Jenner’s experiments, didn’t
believe his finding had any value.
And the widely believed version
of the story, involving the beauti-
ful milkmaid, is a myth. In real-
ity, the trail that led to the eradi-
cation of smallpox began with a
simple clinical observation and its
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communication to a medical com-
munity 250 years ago.
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