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INTRODUCTION

“But who was Marion Sims?” That question is to be expected
today, but when I was a boy it never would have been asked. In
the early 1880’s it was a rare person indeed who had not heard
of Sims. Not only was he one of America’s most famous physicians:
he was an international legend, a controversial cosmopolite whose
ability to blaze new trails and to effect remarkable cures kept
him almost constantly in the limelight and brought him hordes
of friends, not a few enemies, and a fabulous income wherever he
went—which was practically everywhere.

My own interest in Sims, which has stayed with me all my life,
first was aroused in the summer of 1885, when I was fifteen. My
father was a physician whose practice fanned out into the coun-
tryside around the then small town of Cedartown, Georgia, and
during my summer vacations from school I used to earn spending
money by driving him on his daily rounds. He was an omnivorous
reader, and with me as his driver he was able to indulge his hobby
even when bowling along country roads behind his two spirited
horses. His favorite reading matter in the summer of 1885 was
The Story of My Life, the posthumously published autobiography
of Dr. James Marion Sims, and while he was busy caring for his
patients I sat in the buggy and read it too. The book had some
defects, chief among which was the fact that it was far from com-
pleted when its author died; but its subject matter was so en-
grossing and it was so simply written, in a conversational, anec-
dotal style, that it fascinated and delighted me.

That summer, as we rode over the hills and valleys of Polk
County, Georgia, my father told me of many episodes in Sims’s
life that were not mentioned in his uncompleted autobiography.
He dwelt particularly on Sims’s family life, the elegance of his
home, his lavish hospitality, his adoration for his wife, Theresa,
whom my father described as “the queenliest woman I have ever
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known.” I remember his saying: “Not even rumor ever whispered
of one marring act in the private life of Marion Sims.” That state-
ment has been verified by a number of my elderly friends who
knew Sims, and the careful reading of the sometimes vituperous
attacks on Sims by his enemies has revealed no suggestion of indis-
cretions in his private life.

My interest in Sims was heightened by the fact that my father,
who had studied medicine in New York from 1855 to 1857, not
only had been one of the many students and physicians who
flocked to the Woman’s Hospital to watch Sims performing his
novel operations but also had had the privilege on several occa-
sions of visiting the famous surgeon in his home. It was largely
because of Sims’s inspiring example that my father developed a
particular interest in surgery and diseases of women.

When I graduated in medicine in 1894, eleven years after Sims’s
death, my father held him up as an ideal for me to emulate. He
told me of Sims’s sincerity, honesty, and integrity, and that he
was a gentleman, always; of his industry and devotion to duty;
and that the welfare of his patients was always his first and only
consideration. He said that Sims gave more than half his time
to treating charity patients, that he was as considerate of them,
and was as conscientious in his efforts to relieve them, as he was
when dealing with his wealthy patrons. He also mentioned the
large fees which Sims received from his rich patients, but he
stressed the fact that “Sims never practiced his profession for
money.”

I learned from my father that Sims had enemies who pursued
him relentlessly. As he discussed the efforts of a few envious and
jealous physicians to destroy “the man who dared to blaze the
trail that led to the development of rational and scientific methods
in treating diseases of women,” he declared with indignation:
“Marion Sims towered above his adversaries like Saul above
Israel.”

In my maturer years I learned that Marion Sims was one of
a few outstanding nineteenth century pioneers who added more
to the basic knowledge of medicine and surgery in three or four
decades than had been accumulated in all the thousands of years
preceding. Chiefly, however, he was the physician who brought
new hope and new life to women, the surgeon who, more than
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any other, dispelled the age-old fatalistic belief that it was God’s
will for countless wives and mothers to go to an early grave or
to suffer lifelong invalidism. Women worshipped Sims, and with
reason. His handsome face, magnetic personality, and a profes-
sional manner which one of his British contemporaries described
as “very nearly perfect,” were all pleasant assets, to be sure. But
it was not because of these characteristics that women were in
the habit of traveling hundreds, or thousands, of miles to be
examined and treated by him; rather it was because they knew
that he, if anyone, could relieve the multitude of “female com-
plaints” which until his time had been considered incurable.

Half a century ago it was the fashion to describe Marion Sims
as “the father of modern gynecology,” and even today there seems
to be little doubt that he richly deserved that title. When he
started to practice, back in the 1830’s, treatment of the diseases
of women was not even in its infancy; indeed, it had hardly been
conceived as a separate and distinct aspect of medicine and sur-
gery. There was a common prejudice against obstetric and kindred
arts among most physicians, who were inclined to believe that
such subjects were beneath their dignity. Obstetricians were called
“male midwives.” It is true that their point of view had advanced
perceptibly beyond that of the sixteenth century medical teacher
and author who prefaced a celebrated treatise on poisons with
the statement: “In this book I propose, with God’s help, to con-
sider diseases of women, since women are poisonous creatures.
I shall then treat of the bites of venomous beasts.” Yet, though
the physicians who flourished in Sims’s youth no longer accused
women of being poisonous creatures, they did have a firm con-
viction that women were mysterious beings.

This attitude of mind existed also among students of Biblical
history as shown by a story told by a bishop, a contemporary of
Sims, who was celebrated not only as a pulpit orator but also as
a raconteur. A fundamentalist minister was to preach a sermon
at a boys’ school one Sunday morning. The boys learned that
preceding his sermon he intended to read a chapter of the Bible
about Noah; and as a practical joke, they pasted two pages of
the Bible together, so that the sequence of the ark story was
disturbed. The old minister read at the bottom of the page,
“When Noah was a hundred and twenty years old he took unto
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himself a wife, who was”—and then he turned two pages instead
of one and read at the top of what he thought was the next page
—*“three hundred cubits long, fifty cubits wide and thirty cubits
high, built of gopher wood, and lined inside and outside with
pitch.”

The dumfounded minister read the passages over a second
time, and then, thoughtfully, said: “My brethren I have been
reading the Bible for more than fifty years, and I have never
seen this description of Noah’s wife before, but it is here as I
have read it, and I accept it as divine evidence of the fact that
woman is fearfully and wonderfully made.”

The reasons for the conviction that “women are fearfully and
wonderfully made” is not far to seek; because in the field of
women’s diseases physicians were blind men, working in the dark.
Just how much in the dark they were is revealed by nineteenth
century woodcuts portraying physicians examining their female
patients. A picture of a lady on her medical adviser’s table shows
the patient not only fully clothed (and fully clothed was fully
clothed in those days!) but with hat and gloves thrown in for
good measure, while over her rear, from waist to feet, is draped
a sheet, beneath which the unseeing physician extends his groping
hands, struggling manfully to solve the mystery of her ailment.

To imply that Sims alone changed all this would be distinctly
inaccurate. For nearly a generation before his time certain sur-
geons in France and Germany—and also a few in Great Britain
and America—had been making cautious advances in their treat-
ment of women whose organs had been damaged in the bearing
of children. At the very beginning of the nineteenth century,
Récamier of France, reviving the use of the medieval era’s for-
gotten tubular speculum, had succeeded in exposing to some ex-
tent the hitherto hidden female tract. The visibility provided by
his speculum, however, was too limited to provide any really
adequate investigation or treatment of feminine disorders.

Then—out of the obscurity of a Southern pioneer town—along
came Marion Sims to relieve physicians of their blindness. Along
came Sims with his curved speculum through which he “saw
everything as no man had ever seen before.” Along came Sims
with his extraordinary skill and his cunningly devised instruments
with which he was able to repair' gruesome aftereffects of child-
bearing formerly deemed incurable. Along came Sims with his
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burning belief in his own mission to establish a hospital where
women’s special diseases would be not mere sidelines, but the
chief concern. Along came Sims with his peaceful conquest of
the capitals of Europe, his transformation of the traditional role
of the American physician abroad from that of humble student
to that of honored teacher, his fabulous international reputation
which enabled him to command an extensive practice in what-
ever country he chose to visit.

Out of Sims’s triumphs, his teachings, his errors, and his squab-
bles, out of the fervid response he aroused in his worshippers
and his detractors alike, the modern specialty of surgical gyne-
cology was born. His was the satisfying experience—not too com-
mon among pioneers—of living to see the seeds he had planted
bearing plentiful fruit. Not only did many of the surgical tech-
niques he devised become common practice within his lifetime,
but the revolutionary new Woman’s Hospital which he estab-
lished in New York City grew to be a great institution and the
pattern for any number of similar hospitals for women through-
out the United States and other lands—the fountainhead of
gynecologic knowledge. ,

The early history of the development of modern gynecology
—which really is a part of the life story of Marion Sims—should
be preserved for posterity. Not only the medical profession is
interested in the treatment of diseases peculiar to women; but
intelligent laymen everywhere should know that physicians have
no secrets pertaining to the sex organs of genus Homo females.
They should also be informed of the nature of the diseases af-
flicting women and of the revolutionary methods of treatment
which Sims devised for their relief. The effort has been made
to discuss subjects which were formerly taboo in plain scientific
language that may be understood by men and women not familiar
with medical terminology.

The story is told of a certain Mrs. Malaprop, who married into
an old Virginia family in which genealogy was a subject of fre-
quent discussion. In speaking of the husband’s ancestory she said:
“You know the gynecology of my husband’s family is most inter-
esting.” It is believed that the general subject of gynecology is
interesting to the average layman; and it is hoped that this book,
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though primarily a biography, may have educational and histor-
ical values for interested readers.

In a world where great practitioners are seldom discoverers and
where great discoverers are seldom outstanding practitioners Sims
was one of those rare persons who are both. So solidly established
on two continents was his fame that when he died, in 1883, laymen
and medical men alike felt that only by building memorials to
him in stone and metal could they express their sense of indebted-
ness for the immense change he had wrought in the health and life
expectancy of millions of women. And yet today, except for a few
common medical terms like “Sims’s speculum” or “Sims’s posi-
tion,” the name of Marion Sims is familiar to only a few. History
remembers her soldiers and her statesmen, even when their con-
tributions to civilization have done more evil than good, but the
monumental contributions of medical men are likely to be ab-
sorbed so completely into the texture of progress that in short
order they are taken for granted and forgotten.

It seems unfortunate that Sims should have to be forgotten, for,
as Harper’s Weekly said of him when he died, “There was a rap-
ture in his work like that of a lover’s pursuit or a great artist’s
creation.” Perhaps that is the difficulty. Rapture is a rare and
precious quality, but an elusive one, almost impossible to preserve.
If this biography cannot recapture the vital glow which made
Marion Sims the beloved (and occasionally detested) medical
prima donna of his day, it at least can try to restore to popular
view some of the significant aspects of his life—a life of great
achievement, often touched by drama and always touched by zest.

SEALE HARrr1s, M.D.
Birmingham, Alabama
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