
HIPPOCRATES

For many centuries in ancient history, people
believed illnesses were handed down by the
gods. In the fifth century BCE, a Greek physician
named Hippocrates changed that attitude. He
began looking for natural causes of illnesses.

Many of his treatment methods seem
primitive. For example, he performed brain
surgery by drilling into a patient’s skull with a
sharp piece of wood. There were no anesthetics.
It was a very painful procedure.

In other ways his methods have held up
surprisingly well. Like modern doctors,
Hippocrates emphasized the value of a good
diet and plenty of exercise. He also used
maggots, leeches, and bees to treat his
patients. All three of these creatures are still
being used by doctors—even in the United States.

Because of his efforts, today Hippocrates
is known as the Father of Medicine.
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CHAPTER

ONE

TIME-TESTED MEDICAL TREATMENTS

On September 23, 2005, President George W. Bush
presented Tibor “Ted” Rubin with the Congressional Medal of
Honor. It is the highest military award in the United States.
Normally it is awarded for extraordinary heroism in battle. Rubin
had indeed been a battlefield hero during the Korean War. His
medal also honored him for extraordinary heroism in captivity.
His fellow prisoners-of-war (POWs) estimated that he saved
scores of American lives. He would sneak out of the prison camp
to steal desperately needed food. It was very risky. He would
have been shot or tortured if he had been caught.

Food wasn’t his only contribution. Many of his fellow POWs
suffered from battlefield wounds to their arms and legs. Often
the wounds became infected. Gangrene would set it in. This
dangerous condition involves the death of tissue surrounding the
wound. If it isn’t treated quickly, it can become so widespread
that there are only two alternatives. One is amputating the limb.
The other is death.

Rubin saw many of his comrades fall victim to gangrene. He
called on his unique “medical training.” In 1944, when he was
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Chapter ONE

just thirteen, Rubin, a Hungarian Jew, had been taken to the
World War II German concentration camp at Mauthausen,
Austria. The camp was located near a granite quarry. Rubin and
the other prisoners there had one primary task: to dig up the
granite. The rock would be used to expand the prison and to
decorate German homes.

Granite is very hard and heavy. It is normally quarried
by blasting powder, heavy air-powered drills, and power saws.
Mauthausen adopted a policy called Primitivbauweise, or

President George W. Bush (right) congratulates Tibor
“Ted” Rubin. President Bush awarded Rubin the
Congressional Medal of Honor for his heroism during
the Korean War.
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TIME-TESTED MEDICAL TREATMENTS

“primitive construction.” Prisoners were given only basic hand
tools, or sometimes no tools at all. They had to work with their
bare hands. Their workday lasted at least twelve hours, and their
hands would become raw and bleed. They were fed very little
food. They wore only lightweight clothing, even though Austrian
winters can be very cold. The Nazis imposed these harsh conditions
in order to cause “extermination by work.” They largely succeeded:
Most of the prisoners perished before the camp was liberated by
U.S. troops in May 1945.

Somehow Rubin survived. His parents and his two sisters
didn’t. Rubin was very grateful to the American soldiers who
freed him. He vowed he would join the U.S. Army as soon as he
was old enough.

He arrived in the United States soon after his liberation and
lived up to his word. He enlisted in the army, even though he
wasn’t officially a U.S. citizen. In 1950, when North Korea
invaded South Korea, thousands of American troops were sent to
help the South Koreans. Rubin was one of them. His commanding
officer told him he didn’t have to go, since he wasn’t a citizen yet.
Rubin went anyway.

In November 1950, he was wounded and captured. He and
his fellow POWs were sent to a prison camp they quickly named
“Death Valley.” Again Rubin had to endure a horrible captivity.
There was little food. Medical care was almost nonexistent. The
men faced bitter winters wearing summer-weight clothing. Dozens
of men died every day. Rubin didn’t.

As he watched his friends suffer, Rubin revived a medical
skill that he had learned at Mauthausen. Gangrene had been
common there. Rubin and the other inmates realized that
maggots—the larvae of houseflies—helped to cure gangrene.
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The little creatures secrete a chemical that breaks down the
infected tissue into a sort of soup. Then the hungry larvae slurp it
up. When they remove the diseased tissue, recovery soon follows.

The chemical leaves healthy tissue alone. It also contains a
sort of antibiotic, which helps the healing process by fighting germs.

Rotting meat is one good source of larvae. There was hardly
any meat for the POWs. The same thing had been true at
Mauthausen. There is, however, another source of nourishment
for the larvae: human excrement.

At Mauthausen, Rubin had become accustomed to descending
into the latrines to gather maggots. He did the same thing in his
POW camp. Each time, he scooped up handfuls of fecal matter
and picked out the squirming white legless larvae. He placed
them on the wounds of his friends. Rubin’s efforts paid off. His
“treatment” prevented scores of American soldiers from losing
their limbs or their lives.

We may think of “maggot therapy” as a disgusting throwback
to more primitive times; after all, the treatment is more than three
thousand years old. It is difficult to conceive of people using it
unless they are in the same desperate conditions that Rubin
faced. Yet maggot therapy is becoming increasingly popular in
mainstream medicine. It has been used to treat thousands of
patients in recent years. Scores of practitioners who do maggot
therapy are listed in a nationwide database. In 2004, the U.S.
Food and Drug Administration (FDA), which protects the public
health, approved the use of maggots for treating several types
of injuries.

Maggots have a number of advantages over more conventional
treatments. They are cheap. They are natural. Most important,
they can be effective in treating conditions when modern drugs fail.

hippocratesbk 3/15/06, 3:08 PM10



hippocratesbk 3/15/06, 3:08 PM11

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

You’ve Just Finished your Free Sample 
 

Enjoyed the preview? 
 

Buy:  http://www.ebooks2go.com

https://www.ebooks2go.com/mitchell-lane-the-life-and-times-of-hippocrates



