
Tuberculosis has plagued the human 
race for millennia. It is possible that 
Mycobacterium tuberculosis has killed 
more human beings than any other 
microbial pathogen and its devastations 
has been at least on a par with malaria, 
smallpox and bubonic plague. Researchers 
(1) have concluded that the early versions 
of Mycobacterium tuberculosis go back 
three million years and evolved in East 
Africa along with early hominins. The 
present strains are a few thousand years 
old with the present diversity originating 
between 250 and a thousand years ago (2).

It is well known that the ancient Egyptians 
suffered from TB and it is possible that 
the ‘heretical’ pharaoh Akhenaten died 
from the disease. This may have had a 
profound effect on Egyptian and hence 
Judaeo-Christian religious beliefs.

The first classical text to mention 
tuberculosis is Histories by Herodotus. 
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Herodotus describes how a Persian 
general, Pharnouches, abandoned Xerxes’ 
campaign against the Spartans due to 
consumption (2, 3).
The contagious nature of TB has been 
hotly disputed over the years with the 
prevalent view in Northern Europe being 
that it was hereditary whilst the opposite 
view, a belief in its infective nature, 
holding sway in Southern Europe.

In 1838 Chopin was turned away from 
Palma in Mallorca where he had gone to 
recuperate from phthisis, on the grounds 
that it was contagious. He died in Paris in 
1849, at the age of thirty-nine (3). 

The widespread belief that Scrofula, 
TB lymphatic infection primarily in the 
neck, could be cured by the touch of the 
kings and queens of France and England 
has been described in this journal and 
elsewhere (4). This may have been partly 
to blame for the Northern Europe belief 
that TB was not infective.
One of the first British doctors to break 
with tradition and claim that TB was an 
infective condition was William Budd. In 
the 1860s he wrote to the Lancet stating 
that TB was contagious and, according to 
the Bristol Medico-Chirurgical Journal of 
1883, his assertions “startled the medical 
profession.” (6)

 

Of course it was Robert Koch who 
conclusively and very elegantly 
demonstrated the existence of the Tubercle 
bacillus but evidence as to its infective 
nature had already become apparent and 
avoidance of contagion was reducing 
the incidence of TB throughout the UK 
before Koch’s famous demonstration in 
1882 .
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The incidence of TB continued to decrease 
under the influence of isolation in sanitaria, 
education  against contamination from 
infected products and various operative 
procedures. Eventually the advent of 
Streptomycin changed everything and 
previously fatal conditions, such as 
tuberculous meningitis, became treatable. 
This subject is covered extremely well in 
the presentation by John Powell in this 
issue of the WEMJ(9).

Tuberculosis will be one of the subjects 
discussed at this year’s Long Fox Lecture 
of the  Bristol Medico Chirurgical Society 
to be held on November 8th. The author 
of this paper will be talking on Plagues, 
Pestilence and War.  
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