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Anaesthesia was one of the most important medical discoveries of the nineteenth century. The use of ether and chloroform 
for painless surgery and childbirth had an immediate and positive effect on the comfort of patients. News of painless surgery 
traveled rapidly throughout the world; anaesthetic was being used on patients in the Maritime Provinces within weeks of its 
discovery. This paper provides a brief overview of the discovery of anaesthetic and its implementation in the Maritime 
Provinces. Particular attention is paid to the contributions of local medical pioneers such ,as James D. B. Fraser of Pictou, 
Nova Scotia. The controversy surrounding the use of anaesthesia during childbirth will also be discussed. 
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The 19th century was a period of significant progress 
and discovery in the field of medicine. It was during 
this century that physicians became a central part of 

the lives of most human beings. The medical community 
asserted itself as an indispensable source of comfort, health, 
and well-being. The emergence of medicine during the 19th 

century as a universally respected profession can be 
attributed to several major discoveries. Charles Roland 
formed a list of the epochal discoveries in medical science 
made during the 19th century.1 These discoveries include the 
stethoscope, invented in the 1820s by Laennec; germ theory, 
which was developed by Louis Pasteur; antiseptic surgery, 
which Lister introduced in 1867 ; x-rays, first used by 
Roentgen in 1896; bacteriology, developed by Koch and 
others in the 1880s; and improved sanitation and nutrition, 
which emerged throughout the nineteenth century. Each of 
these discoveries allowed physicians to provide their patients 
with unique services and a knowledge that could not be found 
anywhere else. 

More than any of the above advances in knowledge and 
technology, the innovation that had the most immediate effect 
on the comfort of patients was the discovery of surgical 
anaesthesia. Anaesthesia made such a significant difference 
in the practice of medicine and the lives of patients that it 
was embraced almost immediately by the medical profession. 
Knowledge of this discovery moved rapidly across the globe, 
and was put into practice by physicians everywhere within 
months of its discovery. The story of how chloroform was 
used on patients in Halifax and Pictou, Nova Scotia just weeks 
after its discovery in Edinburgh, Scotland will highlight how 
quickly information spread and how eager physicians were 
to ensure the health and comfort of their patients. 

Surgery Before Anaesthesia 
Before the discovery of anaesthesia, patients viewed even 

the simplest surgery with dread. The unbearable pain induced 
by the surgeon's knife made elective surgery exceedingly 
rare. 1 According to Roland, "a regular part of the surgeon's 
equipment was a team of strong men who would attempt to 

hold the patient steady while the surgeon did his work."1 

Because of the extreme suffering caused by surgery, it was 
essential that a surgeon was efficient and speedy. Roland 
tells the story of Robert Liston, a famous English surgeon of 
great skill, strength and speed. Liston once "amputated a leg 
at the thigh, along with one of the patient's testicles and two 
of his assistant's fingers, all in less than a minute. If 
exaggeration exists here, it relates to the number and identity 
of the organs sacrificed, not to the duration of the operation." 1 

With painful and frequently fatal surgical operations the 
rule rather than the exception in the early 19th century, the 
stage was set for the discovery of a surgical anaesthetic. In 
1799, Sir Humphrey Davy, a young English physician, 
published a pamphlet entitled "Researches, Chemical and 
Philosophical, Chiefly Concerning Nitrous Oxide," in which 
Davy writes about the temporary pain relief he noticed when 
he breathed nitrous oxide ("laughing gas") following a painful 
tooth extraction. 2 Davy proposed that nitrous oxide could be 
used to lessen pain and anxiety during surgery. As one 
historian has noted, "for a moment, science stood on the 
verge of a great discovery. Indeed, a great discovery had 
been made, if anyone had recognized it. No one did."3 Nearly 
half a century passed before inhalation anaesthetic was 
discovered. 

The effects of ether and nitrous oxide on human 
consciousness and inhibition were widely known in the first 
half the nineteenth century. "Ether frolics," and nitrous oxide 
parties, organized by an itinerant chemist were common in 
North America. A Mr. Copeland organized one such party in 
Halifax in November of 1847. "The cunning exhibitor shrewdly 
calculated that if there was anything like a good audience, 
there would be some six or seven who, after paying for their 
tickets, would have the curiosity to take the gas, and display 
their various propensities for the amusement of the company."4 

The Discovery of Ether Anaesthesia 
It was also at one of these parties that Horace Wells, a 

Hartford dentist, got the ball rolling on one of the most 
significant discoveries in the history of medicine. In 
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Figure 1. James Daniel Bain Fraser (1807- 1869): pharmacist, 
c ivic leader, medical innovator and founding member of the Pictou 
Scienti fic and Literary Soc iety. Within months of its discovery, 
Fraser was manufacturing and distributing chloroform to physicians 
th roughout the Maritime Provinces . (Photo courtesy Gordon Duff). 

December, 1844, Wells attended an exhibition in Hartfo rd of 
"the effects produced by inhaling Nitrous Oxide, Exhilarating 
or Laughjng Gas."5 Wells noticed during thi s exhibition that 
when those under the influence of the laughjng gas staggered 
or fe ll down, they displayed no expression of pain.3 After the 
frolic, Wells returned to hi s office and had a wisdom tooth 
removed by another denti st while under the influence of the 
gas. The experiment was a success, and within a month, 
Wells had carried out I 5 painless extractions on patients in 
his dental practice.3 

Well s traveled to Boston and communicated hi s discovery 
to his old partner, Gilbert Morton. Morton was intrigued 
by Wells' discovery, and he began to experiment with ether. 
Morton worked with a Boston instrument maker to develop 
a manageable device for the administration of thj s gas. He 
then approached John Collins Warren, seruor surgeon at the 
Massachusetts General Hospital, and proposed a second 
demonstration of painless surgery.3 Morton brought the 
inhaler to the operating room, and anaesthetized a man of 
20 suffering from a tumour in the neck. The operation was 
a success and an initiall y skeptical Warren proclaimed at 
the end of the operation: "Gentlemen, thi s is no humbug."5 

On November 9, 1846, a paper describing the "new anodyne 
process, by means of which surgical operations have been 
performed without pain" was read before the Boston Society 
of Medical Improvement.5 In his detailed chronology of early 
anaesthesia in Canada, Matsuki describes how news of this 

di scovery reached Canada -very quickly. 6 On December L, 
1846, The British American Journal of Medicine and Physical 
Science announced in its column of "Books etc. Received 
during the Month," that they had received the November 
issue of the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal which 
includes H.J . Bigelow's paper on ether anaesthesia.7 The 
first reported surgical operation in Canada with anaesthesia 
occurred just seven weeks later, in Saint John, New Brunswick. 
On Monday, January L 8, Dr. Hunter Peters removed a tumour 
from the arm of a man under ether anaesthesia.8 The ether 
was provided by Dr. Lawrence VanBuskirk, a denti st and 
medical doctor. YanBuskirk brought hi s knowledge to Nova 
Scoti a in March 1847 and administered ether to a pati ent 
during a leg amputation performed by Dr. D. M. Parker of 
Hali fax.9 By the Spring of 1847, ether anaesthetic was being 
used by surgeons throughout Canada 10 and around the world . 

Simpson and Chloroform 
As much as ether anaestheti c improved surgery and 

improved the lives of patients, phys icians were looking for 
an alternati ve. It was necessary to store ether in heavy glass 
bottles, and large amounts of the gas were needed to produce 
the desired effect. It was also fl ammable, and thi s was a 
concern fo r phys ic ians who often treated patients by 
candlelight. Although it was clearly a favourable alternative 
to the pain of surgery, ether was irritable to the eyes and 
often caused patients to vorrut.3 Because of these and other 
problems, phys icians and chemists began to search fo r 
alternative anaesthetic agents. In November 1847, Dr. James 
Simpson, Professo r of Midwifery at the Uni versity of 
Edinburgh, publi s hed a pape r e ntitl ed "On a New 
Anaesthetic Agent, More Effi cient than Sulphuric Ether." 
Simpson declares that "as an inhaled anaesthetic agent, it 
possesses ... all the advantages of sulphuric ether, without 
its principal disadvantages."' 1 Chloroform is superior to 
ether, claims Simpson, because a much smaller quantity is 
required to produced the desired effect. Also, chloroform 
can be inhaled simply by placing a few drops in a sponge or 
a handkerchief, and does not require any special inhaler. 
As a result, chloroform is easier to transport and adrrunister, 
and because it is required in smaUer quantities, it will be 
less expensive.11 The discovery of chloroform was a major 
breakthrough in medicine. 

Perh aps the mos t s ignificant as pec t of chlorofo rm 
anaesthetic was that it could be used to ease the pain of 
childbirth. Physicians could never be sure if ether was safe 
in childbirth , and because labour could last hours, large 
amounts of ether were necessary.3 Because chloroform was 
easier to use and was required in smaller quantities, it was 
ideal for childbirth. Simpson used chloroform for childbirth 
and fo und it an unqualified success. His fust patient awoke 
after childbirth refreshed and energetic: 

Shortly afterwards, her infant was brought in by the nurse 
from the adjoining room, and it was a matter of no small 
di fficul ty to convince the as tonished mother that the 
labour was entirely over, and that the child presented to 
her was really her 'own living baby' .<•J 
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In the years that followed, chloroform would revolutionize 
the field of obstetrics. 

Like ether, chloroform was used by other physicians almost 
immediately. Just one week after Simpson's presentation in 
Edinburgh, Dr. Protheroe Smith, a London physician, 
published an account of administering chloroform during a 
complicated pregnancy. 12 By early December 1848, Simpson 
published detailed accounts of over ten deliveries during 
which chloroform was used.13 News of Simpson's discovery 
traveled quickly across the Atlantic, and the December 29, 
1847 edition of the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal 
contains a letter from Dr. C. A. Harris of Baltimore, who claims 
that he has tested chloroform during a complicated surgery 
with "complete success." 14 In the very next issue of the 
Journal , Gilbert Morton, who had administered ether for the 
first time just one year earlier, published an account of 
successful preparation and administration of the new 
anaesthetic during dental surgery.15Cbl 

The first use of chloroform anaesthetic in Canada was by 
Dr. E.D. Worthington of Sherbrooke, Quebec. On January 
24, 1848, Dr. Worthington used chloroform to alleviate pain 
during the manual reduction of a femoral fracture in an 
elderly woman. The pain relief was only partial . The next 
day, Dr. Worthington removed a tumour from the right hand 
of a child under chloroform anaesthesia. 16 Dr. Worthington, 
also a pioneer in ether anaesthesia, declared: " truly 
chloroform has been a blessing to mankind, and womankind, 
too."17 In Canada, womankind first experienced this blessing 
when Dr. A. F. Holmes of McGill College used chloroform 
to relieve the pain of childbirth on January 25, 1848.6 The 
first use of chloroform anaesthetic in Nova Scotia was by 
Dr. W. J. Almon, who performed a surgery on February 8, 
1848 to amputate the thumb of a woman at the Halifax Poor 
Asylum. The anaesthetic was provided by James D. B. 
Fraser, a pharmacist in Pictou. 18 

Pictou's Scientific Pioneer 
For many years, Mr. R. P. Fraser of Pictou, Nova Scotia, 

son of the famous pharmacist, James Fraser, boasted that he 
was the first child in Canada born while his mother was 
under chloroform anaesthesia. 19 The Fraser family Bible 
contains the following entry: "Robert Peter, born March 22, 
1848. At the birth of this, the seventh child, chloroform was 
used for the first time in Canada during child birth ."20 

Although James Fraser might have been mistaken in his claim 
that he was the first to administer chloroform for childbirth, it 
cannot be argued that he was a visionary and a leader in 
medical and scientific thought in Nova Scotia. 

James Daniel Bain Fraser was born at Pictou on February 

C•l The mother, the wife of a physician, was so pleased with the 
results of Dr. Simpson's intervention that she named her child, a 
girl , "Anaesthesia." 
Cbl For the rest of his life, Morton struggled aggressively but 
unsuccessfully to patent hi s ideas for ether anaesthesia. He never 
made any money from his ideas, and died poor and broken in 1868. 
Horace Wells, hi s former partner and the man who had first 
discovered gas anaesthetic, had committed suicide in 1848. 

11 , 1807 to Daniel Fraser, trader and Scottish immigrant, and 
Catherine (MacKay) Fraser.2° Fraser lived in Pictou during 
the 1830s, a period of "intellectual awakening" in the province 
of Nova Scotia.20 Societies, clubs and literary associations 
began to form in communities all over the province, and Pictou 
was no exception. The Pictou Literary and Scientific Society 
was formed when twenty-three men, including Fraser, met at 
Pictou Academy on December 8, I 834.21 Interestingly, one of 
the fir st sess ion s, in January 1835 , consisted of a 
demonstration of"exhilarating gas" by Fraser. The members 
were "seen to exhibit various specimens of dancing and 
pugalistic [sic] philosophy."22 Fraser was one of the most 
influential members of the soc iety, and performed 
demonstrations of the electric light (March 5, 1850), and 
chloroform (April, 1848). Interestingly, the principle of electric 
light using a carbon filament was not perfected until 1860, ten 
years after Fraser's demonstration.2 1 

Fraser was deeply involved in the scientific advancements 
of the day, and he was quick to integrate these advancements 
into everyday life. Simpson 's pamphlet about chloroform 
was published in November, 1847, and by the first week of 
February, 1848, Fraser had perfected the preparation of this 
drug, and had provided it to physicians in Halifax. The 
instructions for preparation of chloroform in Simpson's were 
terse: 

[Chloroform's] composition is expressed by the chemical 
formula C6HCl3. It can be procured by various processes, 
as by making milk of lime, or an aqueous solution of 
caustic alkali , act upon chloral ; by distilling alcohol, 

Figure 2. Catherine (MacKay) Fraser. She received chloroform 
anaesthetic during the birth of her fourth child, Robert Peter, in 
March 1848. This was the first such use of chloroform anaesthesia 
in Nova Scotia. (Photo courtesy Gordon Duff) . 
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Figure 3. The Prince Street Church in Pictou, Nova Scoti a. J.D.B. 
Fraser and hi s family were members of thi s congregation until 
1848 , shortly after Fraser committed the controversial act of 
admi nistering chloroform to his wife during childbirth. (Photo 
courtesy Gordon Duff). 

pyroxylic spiri t, or acetone, with chloride of lime; by 
lead ing a stream of chloride gas in to a solution of caustic 
potass, in spirit of wine, etc. 11 

In a peri od of less than two months, J. D. B. Fraser, a 
pharmac ist in Pictou, Nova Scoti a, was able to transform a 
vague set of instructions into a compound that immediately 
improved the Li ves of many Nova Scotians. Despite current 
innovations in communication, such a rapid transition from 
idea to clinical reali ty would be exceedingly uncommon 
today. 

Soon, Fraser was prov iding chloroform to many physicians 
in the Maritime Provinces.9 On one signjficant occas ion, 
Fraser administered the anaesthetic to hi s own patient. On 
March 22, 1848, Fraser gave chloroform to his wife du ring 
the bi rt h of their so n, Robe rt. In the co nservati ve, 
Presbyteri an town of Pictou, thi s act was controvers ia l. 
Histori an Allan Dunlop notes that Fraser left the Prince Street 
Church soon after the incident, and it is unclear whether 
the chloroform incident precipitated hi s departure.20 

The Controversy: Chloroform and Childbirth 

The moral objection to the use of anaesthetic during chjldbirth 
arose fro m a literal interpretation of the third chapter of 

c,> Published in the same month as hi s pamphlet on chloroform. 

Genes is. As God was expelling man and woman fro m the 
garden, He placed a curse on each of them. He decreed that 
man would have to work hard all hi s li fe just to get enough 
food to feed his family. To woman, God said: "I shall greatly 
multi ply thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt 
bring forth children; and thy des ire shall be to thy husband, 
and he shall rule over thee (Genesis 3: 16)." To many I 9th 

century Chri sti ans, this meant that the pain that women 
experienced during childbi1th was God's will. 

Simpson himself had anti cipated these arguments, and 
published a pamphlet in November 1847<<> entitled "Answer 
to th e Re li gio us Obj ec ti o ns Ad va nced Aga in s t th e 
E mpl oyment of Anaestheti c Agents in Midwife ry and 
Surgery." Simpson forms at least seven separate arguments 
aoainst the "stranoe and irrational view" that the use of e, e, 

anaesthetic for childbirth is immoral. He shows himself to 
be a very competent theologist and Greek scholar as he argues 
that "sorrow" does not necessarily mean physical pain , bu t 
could mean the labour and toil of childbirth, which is not 
removed by anaesthetic.23 

The debate over the use of chloroform for childbi rth came 
to an abrupt halt in April 1853. Queen Victoria's fo urth son 
and eighth child, Prince Leopold , was born on April 7, 1853, 
and the Queen's labour pains were reli eved by chloroform 
anaestheti c.24 The Queen was greatl y pleased with the 
res ults, and referred to " that bl essed chloroform" as 
"soothing, quieting and de lightful beyond measure." When 
she was ready to give birth to her ninth chjld in 1857, she 
again asked for chloroform.24 

By using chloroform herself, Queen Victoria made it 
insta ntl y acceptabl e fo r we ll -bred wome n to accept 
anaesthes ia during child birth . Simpson had been presc ient 
enough to note, in 1847, that "medical men may oppose, for 
a time, the superinduction of anaesthesia in parturition, but 
they will oppose it in vai n; fo r certainl y our pa ti ents 
themselves and their fr iends will force the use of it upon the 
profess ion." 13 The weight of Queen Victoria ' s influence 
forced the medical profession to accept anaesthesia as an 
essenti al part of childbirth. One historian claims "Queen 
Victori a's greatest gift to her people was a refusal to accept 
pain in childbirth as woman's divinely appointed destiny."25 

Although there were some lingering concerns about the 
medical safety of chloroform during parturition, by the end 
of the nine teenth century, chloroform anaesthes ia had 
become an indispensable part of every physician 's practice. 
In 1896, G. E. Coulthard, president of the New Brunswick 
Medical Society, analyzed l000 of hi s own obstetri cal cases 
and found he used chloroform in all but 2 11 of them. In the 
cases where chloroform was not used, either the woman 
refused it, or Coulthard had arri ved too late in the deli very to 
administer it.26 

Conclusion 
The story of how ether and chloroform anaesthetic was 

integrated into medical practi ce illustra tes how a great 
di scovery can transcend the limitations of incompl ete 
scientific knowledge, slow methods of commurucation and 
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negative contemporary attitudes. News of the di scoveries of 
ether and chloroform anaesthetic reached every part of the 
developed world, including the rural Maritime Provinces, 
within months. Almost immediately, physicians were applying 
thj s new found knowledge to their clinical practice, and 
patients quickJy benefited. In Pictou, with James Fraser, and 
around the world, people soon discovered that anaesthesia 
would revolutionjze surgery and cruldbitth. Despite the moral 
and scientific objections to anaesthesia, thi s new medical 
technology thrived, not because physicians encouraged it, 
but because patients demanded it. It could be argued that 
when Queen Victoria requested chloroform during chjldbirth 
in April , 1853, the seeds of the patient-centered approach to 
medicine were planted. 

ttiM,hWI H!11ii•\I 
I would like to thank Dr. Ian Cameron for providing guidance 

on thj s project, and for encouraging me to look for interesting 
hi story in my own "backyard." Information and guidance 
were provided by Allan Dunlop, Gordon Duff, Peter Twohig, 
Jock Murray and Allan Marble. I would like to thank Fiona 
Kouyoumdjian for reading the manuscript. 

I . Roland, CG. The Comfort of Each Individual Li fe: The Heritage 
of the Nineteenth Century. Presented at the 200 I Annual 
Conference of the Dalhousie Uni versity Society for the History 
of Medicine. 

2. Davy, H . Researches, Chemica l and Philosophica l, Chiefly 
Concerning Nitrous Oxide. London, 1800 : 458-464. 

3. Youngston, AJ. The Sciem ific Revolution in Victorian Medicine. 
New York : Holmes and Meier Publi shers, 1979: 45-53. 

4 . The Nova Scotian, November 29, 1847 . 
5. Thorwald, J. The Century of the Su rgeon. New York: Pantheon 

Books, 1957: 87- 111 
6 . Matsuki , Ak itomo. A chronology of the very earl y hi story of 

inhalation anaes thes ia in Canada. Canad Anaesth Soc. J 1974; 
2 1: 92-5. 

7. Books Received. Brit Amer J Med Phys Sci I 846; 2: 226. 
8. MacDougall , JA. The earliest ether anaes thetic in Bri ti sh North 

America - a first for Saint John, ew Brunswick? Can. J Anaesth 
I 987 ; 34: 496-504. 

9. Marble, AE. A History of Medicine in ova Scotia, 1784- 1854. 
Collections of the Royal Nova Scotia Historical Society 1982; 41: 
73- 101. 

I 0 . Shepard, DAE. Watching Closely Those Who Sleep. A History of 
th e Canadian Anaesthetists' Soce ity. 1943- 1993 . Toronto: 
Uni versity of Toronto Press , 1993: 1-2 . 

I I . Simpson, JY. On a new anaesthetic agent, more effi cient than 
sulphuric ether. Lancet 1847; (Nov. 13): 549-50. 

12. Smith, P. On the use of chloroform in midwifery practice. Lancet 
1847 ; (Nov. 27) : 572-4. 

13. Si mpson, JY. Cases of the employment of chlorofo rm in 
midwi fery. Lancet 1847 ; (Dec 11 ): 623-26. 

14. Harri s, CA. Chloroform - A substitute for ether. Boston Medical 
and Surgical Journal 1847; (Dec . 29) : 422. 

15 . M orton, WTG. Results of Experiments in Bos ton with 
Chloroform. Boston Medical and Surgica l Journal 1847; (Jan. 
6) : 447. 

16. Worthington, ED. Cases of chloroform . Brit Amer J Med Phys 
Sci 1848 ; 3: 262-3 . 

17. Worthi ngton, E. D . Remin isces of Student Life and Prac tice. 

Sherbrooke: Walton and Co, 1897: 87. 
18. Royal Gazette. Feb. 9, I 848: 45. 
19. M acKenzie, K A . Earl y adventures w ith chloroform in Nova 

Scoti a. CMAJ 1924; 14: 254-55 . 
20. Dunlop, AC. Pharmac ist and Entrepreneur: Pictou's J. D . B. 

Fraser. The Nova Scotia Historical Quarterly 1974; 4( I ): 1- 16. 
2 1. Dunlop, AC. The Pictou Literature and Scientific Society. The 

Nova Scotia Historical Quarterly 1973; 3(2) : 99- 11 6. 
22 . Minutes of the Pictou Literary and Scientific Society. January 28, 

1835. 
23. Simpson, JY. Answer to the Religious Objections Advanced 

Against the Employment of Anaesthetic Agents in Midwife1y and 
Surge1y. Edinburgh: Sutherl and and Knox, 1847. 

24. St. A ubyn, G. Queen Victoria: A Portrait. New York: A theneum, 
1992: 257-8. 

25. Longford, E. Victoria R. I. London: Widenfield and Nicolson, 
1964: 233. 

26. Mitchinson, W. The Nature of their Bodies: Women and their 
Doctors in Victorian Canada. Toronto: Universi ty of Toron to 
Press , Toronto, 199 1: 176- 179. 

Jeremy Moeller is currently a third year medical student 
at Dalhousie University. He received his undergraduate 
training in Phys ics and Biology at St. Francis Xavier 
University in Antigonish, Nova Scotia. 

MEDICAL HUMANITIES PROGRAM 
lhiif()\"'-,)1 \lli>f(\I S1 i!(H)I 

is a proud sponsor of the 

DALHOUSIE 

MEDICAL UNIVERSITY JOURNAL 

CONTACT: Dr. Jock Murray 
or Roxy Pelham 

TELEPHONE: 902.494.2514 

FAx: 902.494.207 4 

EMAIL: Jock.Murray@dal.ca 
Roxy.Pelham@dal.ca 

DAL MED JOURNAIJVOL. 30 NO. 2 

17 


	Dalhousie_Medical_Journal_30_02_014
	Dalhousie_Medical_Journal_30_02_015
	Dalhousie_Medical_Journal_30_02_016
	Dalhousie_Medical_Journal_30_02_017
	Dalhousie_Medical_Journal_30_02_018

