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WHERE MESSY MOULD BECAME A BACTERIA KILLER:
STORY ABOUT ST. MARY'S HOSPITAL, PADDINGTON,
LONDON, UK

Written by Karolina Harasimowicz* & Beata Niedzwiedzka**
*London Ambulance Service, UK
**SW 11 Clinic London, UK

The discovery of PENICILLIN has changed the way we treat bacterial infections, and it is
one of the most spectacular medical discoveries of the 20th century. St Mary's Hospital in
Paddington - London is the birthplace of this remarkable finding, and it is a fitting tribute to
the work of sir Alexander Fleming. Visitors to the hospital can take a tour and visit the very
room in which the discovery was made, as well as the museum dedicated to the history of
penicillin. It is a place which reminds us; that sometimes great discoveries can come from

the most unlikely of places - in this case, a messy mould in a petri dish...

St Mary’s Paddington in London has an incredible history, one that began in 1845 when the
church was built to serve the growing population of the area. Beautiful example of Victorian
Gothic style, with its towers and spires dominating the skyline. Inside, visitors can admire its
stained glass windows, ornate carvings, and intricately painted ceilings. The temple also houses
a number of artefacts and relics...., but this story is about more famous construction at the heart
of so called “ The little Venice district”, strictly related to the Hospital. The birthplace of one
of the most pioneering medical findings of the 20th century — penicillin'. It was here in 1928,
in the research laboratories of the hospital, that Alexander Fleming made his cutting-edge
invention of the antibiotic, which revolutionised the treatment of bacterial infections™.
Fleming’s initial discovery was not a major breakthrough. It was simply a common mould at
the time, called Penicillium, growing on a forgotten Petri dish'’. Coincidentally, Fleming found

that the mould was able to kill bacteria, something that had never been seen before'. The
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bacteria-killing properties of Penicillium were spearheading and would lead to one the most

important medical discoveries of all time — antibiotic.

Fleming was not the only scientist to observe the bacteria-killing properties of Penicillium”. In
1929, two scientists, Howard Florey and Ernst Chain tested Penicillin on mice and observed
that it was able to cure bacterial infections. Published their findings in a paper - quickly gained
international attention. Penicillin was able to treat infections that had previously been
untreatable, for example a staphylococcal infections and bacterial pneumonia. The discovery
of Penicillin*' was so significant that in 1945, Alexander Fleming, Howard Florey, and Ernst

Chain were awarded the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine"".

Having in a mind that prior to penicillin, bacterial infections were often fatal. With the
availability of penicillin, doctors were able to treat and cure not only a wide range of bacterial
infections but also significantly reduce morbidity and mortality rates. Penicillin was the first
drug to be mass-produced, and its success prompted scientists to search for other bactericidal
remedies. In a matter of fact finding of penicillin paved over the years the way for other
antibiotics, allowing doctors to treat more successfully bacterial diseases''". In the years since
its discovery, penicillin has become one of the most widely used drug in the world. It is
estimated that over 200 million doses are prescribed each year.

Visitors to Imperial College of Medicine London (St Mary’s Hospital) can still tour the
laboratory where Fleming made his discovery. The research facility has been restored to its
original messy state, with many of the original pieces of equipment still in place. Visitors can
take a guided tour to learn about Fleming’s life and work, as well as the history of the hospital.
 The memorial is located in the north aisle of the building and is inscribed with the words “for
the discovery of the antibacterial action of penicillin”. The museum is open to visitors all year
round, and entry is free. The importance of Fleming’s discovery cannot be overstated, and St
Mary’s Laboratory Museum is a fitting tribute to the remarkable man who made it. Visitors to
the hospital can not only appreciate its beauty, but also learn about the history of penicillin and

its impact on the world.

To this day, Fleming’s discovery of Penicillin at St Mary’s Hospital - Paddington London
continues to be remembered and celebrated as milestone in medical history. Thus, reminds of

the power of curiosity and persistence. The discovery changed the world we knew and remains
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a testament to the power of scientific inquiry and will continue to be cherished for generations

to come*.

Alexander Fleming Laboratory Museum
Address: St Mary's Hospital, Praed Street, London, Greater London, England, W2 INY
Location: In St Mary's Hospital on Praed Street, immediately east of Paddington Station.

Nearest station: London underground station Paddington - 0.1 miles (straight line) - Zone: 1
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