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Jenner, Edward (1749–1823)

Edward Jenner was born in 1749 in Berkeley, England. He had nine 
siblings. Jenner got a good education as a child and young adult. He 
wasn’t always a doctor, though! Before he studied medicine, he was a 
zoologist, or someone who studies animals.

Jenner’s work with animals helped him to understand how diseases 
spread from animals to people. After Jenner became a doctor, he 
wanted to test an idea. He wanted to protect people from smallpox. 
Smallpox killed 10 to 20 percent of people in infected towns and cities 
at the time. 

In 1796, Jenner saw a dairymaid named Sarah Nelmes about a 
problem. Her hand had round rashes that Jenner told her was 
cowpox, a mild disease kind of like smallpox. Cowpox could spread 
between animals, but it could also spread from cows to people like Sarah.

Jenner had a gardener who had a son named James Phipps. James was eight years old. Jenner took some of the 
cowpox from Sarah’s hands. Then, he rubbed it into scratches he made on James’s arms. The boy got sick with a fever 
for about a week. After James was better, Jenner tried to give him smallpox to see if the child would get the virus. He 
didn’t, because the cowpox protected him! It would change everything. This was the first vaccine of its kind.

Before Jenner’s vaccine, people used to get infected with small amounts of smallpox on purpose. They did this so 
it would keep them safe from the disease later. However, it was a dangerous practice. The disease could spread to 
other people. It could also leave people with health problems for life.

Edward Jenner showed that his vaccine for smallpox could work without spreading the disease or making 
people sick. He wrote a few books about his research. Jenner even received money and help from the English 
government. Later, he became King George IV’s doctor and the mayor of Berkeley.

Jenner’s research wasn’t perfect but his effort saved many lives in England. In fact, it worked so well that by 1852, 
the English government started making people take the vaccine. Other countries around the world followed their 
example. Thanks to people and countries around the world using vaccines, smallpox was wiped out by 1980.

 
Reflect:

1. How did Jenner change the way we treat diseases like smallpox?

2. What led Jenner to connect the link between cowpox and smallpox?

3. Why was discovering a vaccine for smallpox important?
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