
The Woman Who Gave Birth to Rabbits: An
Extraordinary Tale of Medical Mystery and
Intrigue
In the annals of medical history, the story of Mary Toft stands out as an
extraordinary tale of medical mystery and intrigue. In 1726, this English
woman shocked the world by claiming to have given birth to rabbits. Her
bizarre story captivated the attention of the medical community, the
scientific elite, and the general public alike, sparking fierce debates and a
whirlwind of speculation.
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Mary Toft was born in 1703 in Godalming, Surrey. Little is known about her
early life, but she married a journeyman clothier named Joshua Toft in
1725. By all accounts, she was a healthy and ordinary woman until the
spring of 1726, when she began experiencing unusual symptoms during
her pregnancy.
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As Toft's pregnancy progressed, she complained of severe abdominal pain
and swelling. She consulted a local midwife, who reassured her that
everything was normal. However, on November 27, 1726, Toft's labor took
a bizarre turn. Instead of giving birth to a human baby, she reportedly
expelled a live rabbit.

News of Toft's extraordinary birth spread like wildfire. Soon, crowds of
curious onlookers and medical professionals flocked to her house to
witness the phenomenon. Over the next few weeks, Toft claimed to give
birth to a total of 18 rabbits, all of which were reportedly alive and healthy.

The medical community was baffled by Toft's story. Some physicians, such
as the renowned anatomist Nathaniel St André, believed that the rabbits
were genuinely born from Toft's body. Others, however, were skeptical and
suspected that she was perpetrating a hoax.

As the controversy surrounding Toft's case grew, the government
intervened. In December 1726, a team of royal surgeons was dispatched to
Godalming to investigate the matter. The surgeons examined Toft and
reported that she had no evidence of recent pregnancy or childbirth.
Furthermore, they found no trace of any rabbits or rabbit remains in her
house.

Confronted with the evidence, Toft confessed that she had fabricated her
story to gain attention and sympathy. She revealed that she had Free
Downloadd the rabbits from a local butcher and had secretly hidden them
in her house before her "births." The butcher, a man named John Howard,
was also implicated in the hoax and was subsequently arrested.



The Mary Toft case caused a sensation in 18th-century England. It
highlighted the gullibility of the public, the fallibility of the medical
profession, and the power of suggestion. The case also shed light on the
crude medical practices of the time, where superstition and ignorance often
prevailed over scientific knowledge.

In the aftermath of the hoax, Mary Toft was publicly denounced and
ridiculed. She was sentenced to a year's imprisonment and was subject to
severe public humiliation. After her release from prison, she disappeared
from public view and is believed to have died in poverty in 1763.

While the Mary Toft case was ultimately revealed to be a hoax, it continues
to fascinate and intrigue people to this day. It stands as a reminder of the
strange and often inexplicable things that can happen in the human body
and the enduring power of human curiosity.

In recent years, there has been renewed interest in the Mary Toft case,
thanks in part to the publication of several books and articles on the
subject. These works have helped shed new light on the case and have
raised important questions about the role of gender, class, and medical
knowledge in 18th-century England.

Today, the Mary Toft case serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of
believing everything that one hears. It also highlights the importance of
critical thinking and the need to rely on scientific evidence rather than
superstition and rumor.

For those who are interested in learning more about the Mary Toft case,
there are several excellent books available on the subject. These include



"The Woman Who Gave Birth to Rabbits" by Sarah-Jane Lang, "The Rabbit
Woman" by Emma Donoghue, and "The Anatomists" by Lindsey Fitzharris.

The story of Mary Toft is a truly extraordinary one. It is a tale of deception,
intrigue, and medical mystery. It is also a cautionary tale about the
importance of critical thinking and the dangers of believing everything that
one hears. The Mary Toft case continues to fascinate and intrigue people to
this day, and it is likely to remain a topic of discussion for many years to
come.

Image Sources

Portrait of Mary Toft by James Caulfield (public domain)

Depiction of Mary Toft giving birth to a rabbit (public domain)
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