

[image: Cover: Health Heroes: The People Who Took Care of the World, by Emily Sharratt]







[image: Health Heroes: The People Who Took Care of the World by Emily Sharratt, UK Children’s]










For Issy – my baby sister and my hero








THESE ARE THE HANDS


by Michael Rosen




These are the hands


That touch us first


Feel your head


Find the pulse


And make your bed.


These are the hands


That tap your back


Test the skin


Hold your arm


Wheel the bin


Change the bulb


Fix the drip


Pour the jug


Replace your hip.


These are the hands


That fill the bath


Mop the floor


Flick the switch


Soothe the sore


Burn the swabs


Give us a jab


Throw out sharps


Design the lab.


And these are the hands


That stop the leaks


Empty the pan


Wipe the pipes


Carry the can


Clamp the veins


Make the cast


Log the dose


And touch us last.
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Welcome to this celebration of health heroes from all around the world!


You’ve probably needed to visit a doctor or nurse, or take a trip to a hospital at some point in your life, so you know that the people who work in healthcare – who look after us when we’re unwell or injured – are important. But something happened at the very end of 2019 that really made the world stand up and take notice of these very special heroes.


That something was the outbreak of a new virus named COVID-19, which quickly spread around the world, becoming what is known as a pandemic. Governments everywhere shut down non-essential activity to try to slow the spread of the disease. Across the globe, people kept to their homes, seeing no one but the other members of their households, going outside only if they absolutely had to.


At the same time, doctors, nurses, midwives, paramedics, cleaners, cooks, porters, office staff and many others were working harder than ever, for longer hours, wearing uncomfortable protective clothing, in hospitals that quickly filled with sick patients – putting themselves at risk so the rest of us could be safe. Suddenly we couldn’t miss the fact that these health heroes are all around us. And in fact, throughout history, whenever there has been sickness, pain, injury, hunger or sadness, we have never had to look far to find people working to make it better.


In this book, you will meet many health heroes from across time and around the world. But, of course, this is only the tiniest fraction of the total number of them.


A lot of the health workers you will meet in these pages are not sure about being called heroes. Some say they’re just doing their jobs, or that they feel lucky in their work, or that they’re normal people like the rest of us who simply want to earn a living and be safe at the same time.


But even as COVID-19 has spread worldwide, so too has something much more positive: people everywhere have begun to stand outside their homes, on balconies and doorsteps to clap and cheer and sing; to light up buildings, draw rainbows, and send messages, meals and love to the healthcare workers. To say, ‘You might not feel like heroes, or even have chosen to be heroes, but we see your work and we won’t ever forget it.’


So let’s hear it for all the health heroes, past, present and future. Maybe you’ll even grow up to be one of them!
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As you read through, look out for words in bold – these words will be explained in more detail at the end of each section!
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Health heroes have been around pretty much since humans have: for as long as we’ve existed we have needed the support of others when things haven’t been working quite right with our bodies, when we’ve come into the world and when we’ve left it.


Medicine and healthcare haven’t always looked like they do today, but early health heroes paved the way for the ones that followed. Across time, there have been too many health heroes to name them all, but here are a few…
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ANCIENT GREEK HEROES


Many Ancient Greeks believed that illness was a punishment sent by the gods. But some of the cleverest people at the time were busy studying and exploring the natural world and the human body to find out how it all worked.
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HIPPOCRATES


(around 460 BCE)


Very little is known about Hippocrates – including whether the work usually associated with him was done by one person or a group of people! – but he is thought to be one of the most important figures in the history of medicine. In fact, he is often referred to as the ‘father of medicine’.


At a time when most people were very superstitious about sickness, he is believed to have taught that all illness had a natural cause. He wrote many documents on medicine, and gave his name to the Hippocratic Oath. This is still sworn by people today when they become doctors. In it they say they will always do their best and try never to do harm.




ARISTOTLE


(384–322 BCE)


Aristotle was fascinated with the world around him and how it worked. He thought you should not just believe something because of old ideas and superstitions, but that you should look and find out for yourself. This idea of having solid evidence for what you believe is still important in science and medicine today.




GALEN


(around 160 CE)


The son of a Greek architect and builder, Galen began his medical career taking care of gladiators in Turkey, before becoming physician to the emperors in Rome. Galen drew attention to the importance of understanding anatomy, the structure and function of the body. His studies on anatomy, diseases and drugs influenced western medical science for over a thousand years.




AGNODIKE


(around fourth century BCE)


Another Greek legend that may or may not be true tells of this Athenian woman who disguised herself as a man so that she could study medicine, which was against the law for women at the time.






HEROIC WOMEN


It might seem strange now to think that for most of history, women were not allowed to study or work on the things that interested them or that they were good at, because it was believed they weren’t capable of roles outside the home. In many parts of the world, things have changed a lot! Here are just a few of the women who were brave and determined enough to open a door for the ones who were to follow.







LADY MARY WORTLEY MONTAGU


(1689–1762)


This Englishwoman was famous for her letter writing. In one of her letters she described something called inoculation – where a small dose of a disease is introduced to the body to create immunity – which she had witnessed while living in Turkey.


At the time, a serious disease called smallpox affected many people all over the world. Lady Mary had lost her brother to smallpox, and she had suffered from it herself. To protect her son, she had him inoculated against the disease, making him perhaps the first English person to have this done. When she returned to England, she campaigned for inoculation to be made more widespread, though there was a lot of resistance to this idea at the time as it seemed so new, strange and risky.


In 1796, an English doctor named Edward Jenner developed a safer way of inoculating people against smallpox. He used what he called a vaccine, from a disease that was similar to smallpox, but not as deadly. Smallpox has since become the only disease to be completely wiped out thanks to widespread vaccination.





CUBAH CORNWALLIS


(late-1700s–1848)


Cubah was a Jamaican ‘doctoress’ or nurse who was so well known for her skills with traditional remedies that she was asked to tend both Horatio Nelson and Prince William Henry (later William IV). ‘Cornwallis’ was the name of the naval captain who had owned her as a slave, but she gained her freedom, and after Admiral Cornwallis left Jamaica, she went on to buy her own house, which she used as a small hospital.
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MARY SEACOLE


(1805–1881)


Mary was also from Jamaica. She showed an interest in caring for the sick from a very young age, helping her mother run a boarding house for ill and injured soldiers. She travelled a lot, working in the Caribbean and Central America before paying her own way to Europe to care for soldiers during the Crimean War (1853–56). There she set up what she called the ‘British Hotel’ near the battlefields, a place for the injured to receive food, rest and care. She earned such a reputation for her care that many of the soldiers called her ‘Mother Seacole’. She even rode on horseback onto the battlefields to treat soldiers from both sides. Part of the secret of her success was that she kept everything very clean and hygienic at a time when people didn’t realize how important this was.
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FLORENCE NIGHTINGALE


(1820–1910)


Florence Nightingale is often considered the founder of modern nursing. During the Crimean War she tended to wounded soldiers, becoming known as ‘the lady of the lamp’ as she carried out rounds checking on her patients at night. But it was after the war that she did perhaps the most for the future of nursing, setting up the first professional nursing school at St Thomas’ hospital in London in 1860. She also did lots of important work to improve healthcare for everyone in Britain, for example, by sending so-called Nightingale nurses to workhouses, so that the ill people living and working in them could be treated by trained professionals for the first time. She wrote a book called Notes on Nursing which introduced simple health rules for everyone to live by.
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