




Victorian Medicine and Modern Health 
 

mong the many aspects of Victorian life that make me glad I’m only researching it and not actually living it 
is the issue of medicine.  This issue is brought home to me particularly strongly during the “cold and flu” 
season, which we’re currently enduring.  My household has been grappling with viruses since February, and 

battling pernicious sinus infections with antibiotics that would have been unknown in Victorian days.   
 Sometimes it’s hard to determine whether things are better or worse than “the good old days.” When I first 
began reading Victorian magazines, I expected to discover all sorts of bizarre, quaint, and possibly lethal medical 
suggestions in the health columns.  Instead, I found to my surprise that most of the medical “advice” columns in 
Victorian women’s magazines would have been right at home today.  Physicians like Gordon Stables (“Medicus” 
to readers of The Girl’s Own Paper) spent their columns advocating a naturally healthy lifestyle.  The keys to 
good health, according to Victorian doctors (at least those who wrote columns) were such essentials as good diet, 
exercise, fresh air, appropriate clothing, and often most important of all, maintaining a healthy attitude about life.  
Don’t wear shoes that pinch.  Don’t bundle up in clothing that doesn’t “breathe.”  Don’t overeat.  Don’t 
overindulge in sweets.  Choose natural remedies whenever possible! 
 Of course, there are occasional exceptions.  I’ve found articles that promise a “sure” cure for hydrophobia, 
and another interesting remedy for sciatica that involves heating a flat-iron and swathing it in a cloth soaked in 
vinegar and then applying it to the affected area.  I can see some potential drawbacks to this... 
 One of the aspects of the Victorian period that elicits hoots of derision is, of course, the patent medicine era.  
This was the day when charlatans loaded just about anything imaginable into bottles and peddled them as miracle 
cures for (sometimes literally) “whatever” ailed you.  Some were little more than colored waters, which at least 
couldn’t do much harm.  Some contained deadly poisons.  Some, like the famed Lydia Pinkham’s remedies, may 
actually have worked (and by the way, you can still get Lydia Pinkham today, and some of  her ingredients, like 
black cohosh, are being used today in many other herbal compounds).   
 The patent medicine era didn’t end with the 19th century, however.  Today, a look at the shelves shows plenty 
of equally dubious products with grandiose claims, particularly in the weight loss department.  One year, a well-
meaning relative gave me a packet of “weight-loss tea” for Christmas; when I read the ingredients, I discovered 
that the tea was primarily an  herbal laxative!  And while we have thousands of prescription medications today 
that weren’t available to Victorians, many of them carry their own risks. 
 There’s no doubt that in Victorian days, people died a lot more often from diseases that we now have 
remedies for.  There’s a reason why so much Victorian poetry is about dead children or wives or loved ones who 
have gone to “a better place.”  For Victorians, death and loss were a fact of life.  I suspect one reason Victorian 
doctors spent so much ink on encouraging a healthy lifestyle was their awareness that if you didn’t live one, there 
wasn’t too much Victorian  medicine could do to aid you with the consequences. 
 I’m glad that, today, when a sinus infection goes beyond the system’s ability to heal “naturally,” antibiotics 
are available.  But that gladness is tinged with a bit of nervousness, because while we may have thousands of 
medications today, we’re also being warned that our reliance on those same medications may be helping create 
new illnesses and “super-bugs” that won’t respond to our current arsenal.  Today, a new virus can spread across 
the globe within days.  Our modern emphasis on trying to keep every surface germ-free and every child in a 
protective bubble of cleanliness is, we’re told, actually rendering us more susceptible to disease rather than less.  
 So perhaps Victorian doctors still  have something to tell us: Living a healthy, sensible life-style is still the 
best key to going on living at all.  Go to bed early.  Get a good night’s sleep.  Don’t work too hard.  Eat sensibly.  
Wear comfortable clothing.  Don’t allow yourself to become too stressed.  Get fresh air and exercise.    
 If we applied those precepts to our lives today, I suspect we might all be a bit more healthy.  But one thing is 
certain: We’d definitely be more happy!  And what could be better for our health than that?   
 
 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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