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The History of Charaka Club 
1898-1978 

 
 

 The Charaka Club was organized in November 1898, by a number of medical 

men of the city of New York who were interested in the literary, artistic and 

historical aspects of medicine, and who hoped to find some recreation if not profit 

in dealing with this, the less serious side of the art. 

 

 The club was conceived by an Irishman, gestated by a Puritan, delivered by a 

Yankee, and Baptized or better said named by a Jew. 

 

 The name of the club was chosen in honor of the Hindu Sage whose history 

is given by Dr. Sachs in the first article of Volume I. 

 

 The expectations of the founders have been realized, and incidentally their 

meetings have been the means of bringing together some literary material, which 

it decided to print.  The proceedings were printed in 11 volumes, the 11th volume 

being the last and printed in 1947.  Though the club existed till 1978 no 

proceedings were printed since 1947. 

 

 The most ancient and complete works shown in existence were those of 

Charaka (c 600 BC) who has been dubbed by some historians as the Father of 

Medicine.  A lack of knowledge of the Sanskrit language may have caused the 

history of Hindu medicine to be neglected by some medical historians; a 
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respected group has concluded that India was indeed the birthplace of medicine 

and surgery. 

 

 The translated works of Charaka did not reach the western world until the 

nineteenth century, at which time, these works made such a profound impression 

on Charles Dana, noted neurologist and medical scholar, that he set out to found 

the Charaka Club.  This club founded in 1898 subsequently grew in membership 

to include such medical luminaries as Bernard Sachs, Sir William Osler, S. Weir 

Mitchell, Harvey Cushing, Foster Kennedy, John S. Billings, a founder of what is 

now the U.S. National Library of Medicine and Ward Holden, noted 

Ophthalmologist, who served as Secretary of the Charaka Club, as well as an 

editor of the Archives of Ophthalmology for three decades. 

 

 The proceedings of the Charaka Club contain many medical classics and are 

considered highly collectible by medical historians. 

  

Some Excerpts from Volume I 

 

 Having inspired by the historical material found in the proceedings of the club 

(Volume I and Volume II) the author researched on the antiquity of Indian 

medicine and found the following to his astonishment. 

 If the American happened to open the British and Foreign Medical Review of 

1847 he found a lengthy article (XXIII, PP52lff) that drew his attention to one of 
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the greatest accomplishments of English Scholarship of the time, the discovery of 

Hindu medicine.  H.H. Wilson (1823) and J.F. Royle (1837) had inaugurated the 

study of the subject; T.A. Wise’s commentary on the Hindu System of Medicine 

(1845) gave the first complete survey.  Before the investigations of these men, 

Indian thought had received but scant attention from medical historians.  

Sprengel devoted only eight pages of his work to India; Haeser in 1845 wrote no 

more than two; Renouard, whose history appeared in 1846, still considered the 

Hindus as inferior race.  Now it was realized that the Hindus had a scientific 

medical system of their own.  The old picture of world history consequently was 

bound to change.  The question of the interdependence of medical thought was 

bound to be put on a new basis.  The reviewer of Wise’s treatise is well aware of 

these implications of the recent studies of Hindu medicine.  He compares them to 

the revolutionary results of Assyrian excavations, of deciphering of Persian 

cuneiform inscriptions which were reported in 1846.  He points out that Whewell, 

in his history of the inductive sciences, denying that the Greeks owed anything to 

the Egyptians, had already asked whether they might not be indebted to India. 

 

 Hamilton’s and Bostock’s histories being the only ones in the English tongue 

to which English and American readers of 1847 could resort, it is not astonishing 

that the more progressive students should eagerly search for new foreign books. 

 

 Inspired by the scholarly articles from the proceedings of the Charaka Club, 

the author is presently working on Arabic – Latin connection as there was ample 
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of historical evidence that Arab medicine is founded on translation from Sanskrit 

and in turn European medicine down to the 7th century, was based on Latin 

versions of the Arabian translations. 
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