Alexander Fleming
My name is Alexander Fleming, and I was born in Scotland on 6th August, 1881. 

When I was 25, I qualified as a doctor at St. Mary’s Hospital, London, and I was lucky enough to be given the chance to qualify as a surgeon if I wanted to. But I didn’t really want to be a surgeon, I wanted to do some research instead, so I became a researcher, and made it my job to find ways of stopping people from getting diseases. I enjoyed working there, in the department called “vaccine therapy and immunology”.

In 1915, I married a nurse called Sarah Marion McElroy, but I wasn’t able to be with her for very long, because the First World War had already broken out by that time, and the British Army needed men like me to fight for it. Because I was a doctor, I joined the Army Medical Corps, I was a captain, and it was my job to treat a lot of the British soldiers who had been injured in the war. I was angry by what I saw over there in France, because there were a lot of men dying from wounds that were getting infected. Bad micro-organisms were getting into the wounds and infecting the men, and they were dying of horrible diseases like gangrene, where the skin was rotting away and poisoning the body. A lot of doctors used antiseptics, which were just starting to be used to clean wounds, but I thought they were doing more harm than good; I thought they were killing the good micro-organisms on the rim of the wound, that would help the soldiers heal, and weren’t doing anything for the very bad micro-organisms and bacteria that were right inside the wounds, and it was these that were killing the men. I urged my fellow doctors not to use these antiseptics, because I thought they were killing more men than they were saving, but they ignored me and carried on using them anyway.

After the war, I returned to my research job at St. Mary’s Hospital. I know that I was a very good researcher and I made a lot of discoveries, but unfortunately, I’m also very messy and wasn’t very good at cleaning my lab up! Once, I went off on a long holiday and completely forgot about all the cultures and bacteria I was growing, and when I got back, mould and fungus had started to grow on some of them! I washed most of my dishes out with disinfectant, to get rid of the mould, but I will confess that I still missed a few, and the mould stayed.

One day I made a very interesting discovery about this mould. I found that the bacteria I had been trying to grow couldn’t grow where this mould was – the mould was stopping the bad micro-organisms from growing and reproducing. I did some tests, and managed to extract a certain part of this mould; it was from the Penicillium genus, so I called it penicillin.

I was looking for a cure for a nasty chest disease called typhoid at that time, and I was disappointed to find that penicillin didn’t help that at all. I did discover that it was good for people with scarlet fever, pneumonia and meningitis though, so I started to think I might have found something quite special there!

I published my discoveries in a medical journal in 1929, but not many people seemed interested in it – because it took so long and was so difficult to grow, most people seemed to think that it wasn’t any good for helping us fight disease. But in 1940, a team of researchers in Oxford started to think I was on to something, and started doing some work on this penicillin that I had discovered. They were called Ernst Chain, Howard Florey and Norman Heatley, and together, by 1945, they had made it so penicillin was being produced in factories and it was saving thousands of lives around the world, because deadly infections weren’t being able to develop any more. They called penicillin “the first modern antibiotic”.

You might have had to take penicillin yourself, perhaps when you’ve had tonsillitis or another nasty infection that made you poorly. I think people should be very careful with penicillin though, and I’ve always warned them about it – if you take it for too short a time, or if you don’t take enough, then the nasty micro-organisms in your body that make you ill start to fight it, and it won’t do any good for you. So I always warned doctors that it should be given in sensible doses, and I think its worked so far: three important magazines said that penicillin was the most important discovery of the whole last millennium, and some people think that so far, it’s saved around 200 million lives, so I’m very proud of what I’ve done.
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