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The reason I wrote this is because I myself was interested in how 
these discoveries were made a few years ago. I thought I would write 
something to help other kids (and my own kids) learn about them and 
hopefully be just as curious as I was about them.  
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Chapter I: History of Blood Transfusions 

 I am one of the most squeamish people so it’s a bit strange that 
I am writing a book like this. However, the last few years I have been 
curious about how people discovered what they know about blood. 
The whole idea of blood types, Tetanus shots, and DNA- who 
would’ve thought that our blood would be so complicated? 
 How and when did they figure out how the human body works? 
Sometimes when I read the Old Testament, I’m amazed with 
passages about the sacrifices where they talk about different parts of 
animals: “Take from this ram the fat, the fat tail, the fat around the 
inner parts, the covering of the liver, both kidneys with the fat on 
them, and the right thigh.” (Exodus 29:22). This was a long, long, 
long time ago, but they already knew what the liver and kidneys 
were and where they were in the sheep. 
 One of the more famous people who studied the human body 
was Leonardo da Vinci. He drew detailed drawings of the human 
body and tried to figure out how it all worked. In those days if 
someone wanted to study medicine and learn anything about the 
human body, he would steal or dig up freshly buried bodies. They 
would dissect them to try and discover how everything worked.  
 For thousands of years people knew that something important 
was in the blood. There are many times in the Old Testament that 
talks about “the life being in the blood.” Somehow someone got a 
crazy idea that maybe one way to save someone’s life (if they had lost 
a lot of blood) was to somehow give them some blood. I’m not so sure 
who the first person was to come up with this idea, but it’s a crazy 
one! The first attempt to try something like this was in the 1600s. It 
all started in 1628 when William Harvey, a doctor from England, 
realized that blood flows around our bodies in a type of circle and 
that it’s always moving. Almost forty years later another doctor from 
England (Richard Lower) tried to give blood from one dog to another 
dog. It worked and he was able to keep several dogs alive this way. 
Now, how did he do it? Did he develop needles like they have today? 
How was he able to store the blood? Today they have special needles, 
tubes and bags to store blood that’s donated.  



 Two years after this work on dogs, two doctors in two different 
countries (France and England) tried to give blood from sheep to 
people. They said that this worked sometimes. How did they know 
that blood from sheep would be similar enough to even work for 
people? After this, nothing more was done for a while. Finally, in 
1818, a British doctor (James Blundell) gave one of his patients 
blood. She had just had a baby and had lost a lot of blood. He used a 
syringe and got four ounces of blood (Nowadays if you donate blood 
they take a lot more than just four ounces; they take a whole pint, 
which is about sixteen ounces.) from her husband and then was able 
to use a type of small pipe to put it in his wife’s veins. He did ten 
blood transfusions total (at least he wrote about ten of them 
anyway!) during his time as a doctor but only five of them were 
successful. He didn’t know about something we know about today: 
blood types.  
 In 1901 there was a huge breakthrough: Karl Landsteiner, a 
doctor from Austria, discovered blood types. That’s why sometimes 
blood transfusions worked and sometimes they didn’t: the blood 
types had to be compatible for them to work.  

 




