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Family Lore – True, False or Somewhere In-between?   
Every family has them – that same old story that’s told generation after generation that 
no one seems (or dares) to question or investigate.  What is your family’s lore?


About twenty years ago, one of my many Eisenbarth cousins, actually a first cousin 
once removed, told me that my great uncle was the famous Dr. Johann Andreas 
Eisenbarth.  He was the doctor to German royalty and even had a nutcracker modeled 
after him.  I had never heard of him before and wasn’t too impressed because at the 
time I had zero interest in family history.  This cousin asked me if I knew we were also 
related to Catherine the Great.  I didn’t know much about Catherine the Great either, 
but was mildly intrigued by that story.  (Surprise, I’ve found no connection to the 
Empress, yet!)  Maybe the Eisenbarths were more than hard working Germans from 
Russia.


Bitten by the Genealogy Bug 
A few years later, I was bitten by the genealogy bug and decided to run a few internet 
searches about the Eisenbarths.  My maternal grandmother was born an Eisenbarth 
and I’ve traced the family from Kansas, Colorado and Wyoming in the United States; 
from Worms and Rohrbach in Russia; and from Baden-Wurttemberg in Germany.  But I 
found my Dr. Eisenbarth couldn't be my great uncle because he was born in 1663!  In 
the family lore, his birthdate was omitted, elevating him to the great uncle status, not 
the sixth to eighth great uncle that he probably should be.  However, I’m not ready to 
proclaim my niece status to Uncle Johann yet because some of the research conflicts 
with other information.  However, I’m working with the Eisenbarth World Family 
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Organization in Germany to pinpoint that relationship.  Yes, there’s an organization in 
Germany that keeps track of Eisenbarth family members.  I’ll keep you all posted when 
I find out for sure - betcha can’t wait!


Vital Statistics 
Now, about the famous doctor.  Johann Andreas Eisenbarth was born 27 Mar 1663 in 
Oberviechtach, Bavaria and died at the ripe age of 64 on 11 Nov 1727 in Hann, 
Munden, Lower Saxony.  His grandfather, Wilhelm Eysenbart and his father, Matthias 
Eisenbarth were itinerant doctors.  Johann learned about medicine from his brother-in-
law and on-the-job training. Two of Johann’s wives were said to assist him in varying 
degrees, and two of his sons also practiced medicine.  One could say medicine ran in 
the family.  


Medical Practice 
In layman terms, Dr. Eisenbarth performed cataract surgeries, hernia operations, fixed 
broken limbs, removed bladder stones, and pulled teeth.  He was innovative and 
invented surgical instruments such as cataract needles, polypus hooks and other tools 
of his trade.  He mass produced and marketed his own homemade medicine in 
Magdeburg, near Berlin.   

Time for a Road Trip 
What made Dr. Eisenbarth unique was he wasn't content to just hang his doctor 
shingle on the office door.  He learned from his father that there was money to be made 
by becoming a traveling doctor.  It looks like the desire to make money ran in the 
family, as well.  Many "doctors" travelled from town to town during the 17th and early 
18th centuries.  Unfortunately, many were swindlers and incompetent doctors who 
preyed on desperate patients.  Dr. Eisenbarth wasn't one of them.


King of Advertising 
Dr. Eisenbarth heeded his father's advice to travel the German countryside, but he 
added a twist - a brilliant marketing plan that one writer dubbed Eisenbarth the 
“German king of advertising.”  Before arriving in town, leaflets (some still exist today) 
were distributed and newspaper ads published.   He advertised cures for calculi, 
scurvy, cataracts, fever, tinnitus, caries, dropsy, "the French disease" (aka syphilis) and 
memory lapses.


The Circus Comes to Town (sans animals) 
When Dr. Eisenbarth rolled into town, it was quite a spectacle.  He brought an 
entourage of 100-120 extravagantly dressed jugglers, sword swallowers, snake 
charmers, musicians, comedians and beautiful women which created a carnival-type 
atmosphere.  To the eager crowds, “criers” praised Eisenbarth for his successful 
operations, cures and remedies.  Letters of appreciation by former patients and letters 
written by German royalty were read touting Eisenbarth’s talents.  Drum rolls and 
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trumpets then announced Dr. Eisenbarth, who appeared in fancy clothes with a long, 
curly white wig (like a perm on steroids) and holding a medical staff.  While the 
entertainment continued, he operated on his patients “deftly and quickly,” often without 
anesthesia as we know it today.  Loud music and revelry distracted the crowd and 
helped drown out his patients’ cries.


During the Baroque era, the mortality rate from surgical procedures was 80% while 
Eisenbarth’s was only 50%.  His success rate may be explained because after a 
procedure he was known to put his dirty tools on fiery hot coals which sanitized the 
tools.  This caused smoke to rise into the sky and frightened many superstitious 
people.  Because of the smoke, some thought he had a “contract with the devil” but 
that didn’t stop them from believing in skills.  Eisenbarth laughed all the way to the 
bank. 

Kudos from Royalty 
Eisenbarth was able to practice medicine throughout Germany because the movers 
and shakers believed in his talents.  Before he could practice in a locality, he was 
reexamined before a medical board and granted privileges, titles, awards and honors 
by emperors, princes, and other German royalty.  He ultimately practiced his trade in 
more than 100 locations and for 40 years.  Eisenbarth received appointments to the 
courts of Saxony and Prussia…and well rewarded with money. 

Like Rodney Dangerfield, He Can't Get No Respect 
But wait, don’t nod off yet.  The story isn't over.  Just like Elvis, Dr. Eisenbarth was not 
only famous when he was alive, he became wildly famous after his death also.  Around 
1800, a few bored and/or drunk college students in Gottingen (the brothers Grimm 
attended there) wrote a song poking fun at Dr. Eisenbarth.  The lyrics to “Ich Bin der 
Doktor Eisenbart” were found in the commercial book of the student association 
Germania from Gottingen.  The lyrics suggested that Eisenbarth was not a talented 
surgeon; he was a “kurpfuscher,” a German word meaning a quack, a charlatan, a 
mountebank (a person who deceives others). They felt that if anything, his cures 
caused premature death.  The song became a college drinking song (and an excuse to 
drink more beer.)  The song also evolved into different versions as a folk song and a 
children’s song.  Generations of Germans, young and old, have sung this song during 
their lifetimes.  It is also known throughout Europe, Canada, the United States, and 
even Japan.  People have added their own verses throughout the years and it now has 
as many verses as another popular drinking song, “99 Bottles of Beer on the Wall”, 
ensuring a hangover if one finishes the entire song.  Feel free to add your own verse!


Souvenirs Anyone?! 
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Dr. Eisenbarth is still popular in Germany and in other countries around the world.  In 
his birthplace home of Oberviechtach, his home in Magdeburg, and his death place in 
Hann. Munden, one will find all things Eisenbarth - fountains, statues, festivals, plays, 
operas, a glockenspiel, a plaster cast of his bust, a pharmacy that sells the Eisenbarth 
elixir, and tour guides dressed in typical Eisenbarth regalia.  In Hann. Munden, the 
doctor still holds “office hours” in the town hall at 1:30 on Saturday from May through 
December.  Go on the internet and you can buy Eisenbarth nutcrackers made by 
Steinbach (like the one my cousin coveted), official 1977 West Germany postage 
stamps, t-shirts, and books.


My Favorite Things 
One of my favorite Eisenbarth adventures in a visit to Hann. Munden was the 
Eisenbarth glockenspiel.  It plays the Dr. Eisenbarth song three times a day and it 
depicts a day in the life of Dr. Eisenbarth and his terrified patient.  You can see the 
Eisenbarth glockenspiel in action on YouTube.


Another favorite that I found on the internet is the “Dr. Eisenbarth Escape Room.”  The 
online ad suggests you will be “chained in a treatment room.  You will find an empty 
syringe next to you with a poisonous plant serum that has been injected in you.  You 
have 60 minutes to find the formula for the antidote.  What does this all have to do with 
Dr. Eisenbarth, who developed surgical techniques and remedies 450 years ago?  
Figure it out.”  Sounds like a horror movie to me!  Visit Escapeventure.com - you can 
play it online…if you dare!


Karma 
You are reading this because the Gottingen college kids wrote the lyrics to “Ich bin der 
Doktor Eisenbarth” 220 years ago.  Their original idea was to mock him, but it caused 
the scientific community to take another look at the Doctor’s practices and restored his 
good name. If they hadn't written this song, my dear “Uncle Eisenbarth’s” story might 
have disappeared forever.  
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