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Imagine living in the Swiss Alps at the end of the 19th century. The landscape is a dream, but there is 

a shadow haunting thousands of people: a bulge in the neck, sometimes the size of an orange and 

other times as large as a watermelon, making it hard to breathe, swallow, and even live. This was goiter, 

a swelling of the thyroid gland that, at the time, was a slow death sentence or a life of deformity. Into 

this scene enters our protagonist, Theodor Kocher, a surgeon from Bern with the precision of a Swiss 

watchmaker and the obsession of a detective.

Back then, surgery was a wild territory. Operating on the neck was considered professional suicide; 

patients usually bled to death in minutes because the thyroid is surrounded by a network of blood vessels 

as dense as a highway at rush hour. But Kocher was no ordinary surgeon. He introduced extreme 

cleanliness and a technique so meticulous that he achieved the impossible: removing the thyroid without 

the patient dying on the operating table. His colleagues hailed him as a magician. It seemed medicine 

had won the battle against goiter.

However, the triumph soon turned into a heartbreaking mystery. Months after the surgeries, Kocher 

began to receive disturbing news about his 'cured' patients. Those people, once vibrant and full of life, 

were transforming. They became slow, their skin swelled as if they were made of dough, their voices 

grew hoarse, and their intelligence seemed to fade like an extinguishing candle. It was as if, by removing 

the goiter, Kocher had stolen their souls.
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• Why did a technically perfect surgery end in human tragedy?

• What secret did that small butterfly-shaped gland hide that no one could decipher?

• How did a devastating mistake lead Kocher to discover one of the invisible engines of our existence?

This is the story of how a man had to face his own success to save his patients from a darkness that 

he himself, unknowingly, had caused. A journey from the bloody operating rooms of Bern to the birth of 

modern endocrinology.

The Return of Kocher's 'Zombies'
To understand the magnitude of Theodor Kocher's discovery, we must enter his office in 1882. Kocher 

had just performed a follow-up on his operated patients. Of the 102 cases where he had completely 

removed the thyroid, he managed to contact the vast majority. What he found was not a list of grateful 

people, but a procession of shadows. Especially heartbreaking was the case of a young girl he had 

operated on years before. Before surgery, she was lively and bright; now, she was an apathetic figure 

with a coarse face and a hollow gaze. Kocher realized a brutal truth: by removing the gland entirely, he 

had caused a disease he himself named 'cachexia strumipriva'.

Kocher, unlike other surgeons of his time who would have hidden their failures, published his results 

with radical honesty. He understood that the thyroid was not a simple ornament in the neck or a reserve 

organ. Using a modern analogy, Kocher discovered that the thyroid is like a house's thermostat and 

energy regulator. If you remove the thermostat, the house doesn't know how to heat the rooms, the 

lights flicker, and the appliances stop working. Without the thyroid, the human body enters a state of 

permanent 'hibernation' from which it cannot wake up.

Precision as a Religion
Before Kocher, surgery was a race against the clock and hemorrhage. Surgeons were valued for 

their speed, not their delicacy. Kocher changed the game. He introduced the concept of 'physiological 

surgery'. This meant that the surgeon should not only be a skilled butcher but a biologist who respected 

the tissues. His instruments were finer, his hands steadier. He implemented the use of silk to ligate each 

blood vessel individually, as if he were sewing a couture dress, instead of simply plugging wounds.

But his greatest contribution was clinical observation. Seeing the deterioration of his patients, Kocher 

began experimenting with partial removal. He stopped removing the entire gland and began leaving 
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a small fragment, 'the remnant'. The results were miraculous: patients were cured of the goiter but 

kept their vital spark. It was the first time medicine understood that internal organs produce chemical 

substances essential for life, even though the word 'hormone' was not yet in use.

The Mystery of Iodine and the Nobel
Kocher did not stop at surgical technique. He became obsessed with understanding why people in the 

Alps suffered so much from goiter. His research helped link the lack of iodine in water and soil to thyroid 

disease. It is thanks to his persistence that we consume iodized salt today. Iodine is the fuel that the 

thyroid needs to manufacture its chemical messengers; without it, the gland tries so hard to work that it 

inflames, creating the goiter.

In 1909, the Karolinska Institute awarded him the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine. It was a 

milestone: the first time a surgeon received this honor. The prize was not just for his skill with the scalpel, 

but for his ability to observe the biological consequences of his work. Kocher transformed surgery from 

a manual art into an exact science.

A Legacy of Humility
Kocher's story is a lesson in medical ethics. His greatest success was born from his most painful failure. 

He was not satisfied with saving lives on the operating table; he wanted to understand why those lives 

lost their quality afterward. Today, millions of people with thyroid problems live normal lives because a 

Swiss surgeon decided that cutting was not enough; one had to understand.

The thyroid, that small butterfly in our throat, is what decides how fast our heart beats, how fast we 

process food, and how clear our mind is. Theodor Kocher was the first to hear its whisper and to teach 

us that, in the delicate balance of life, sometimes less is more, and that true mastery lies in knowing 

what to leave behind, not just what to take away.
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