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IN THE Mile End Road, opposite to the London
Hospital, there was (and possibly still is) a
line of small shops. Among them was a
vacant greengrocer’s which was to let. The whole
of the front of the shop, with the exception of
the door, was hidden by a hanging sheet of
canvas on which was the announcement that the
Elephant Man was to be seen within and that the
price of admission was twopence. Painted on
the canvas in primitive colours was a life-size
portrait of the Elephant Man. This very crude
production depicted a frightful creature that
could only have been possible in a nightmare.
It was the figure of a man with the characteristics
of an elephant. The transfiguration was not
far advanced. There was still more of the man
than of the beast. This fact—that it was still
human—was the most repellent attribute of the
creature. There was nothing about it of the
pitiableness of the misshapened or the deformed,
nothing of the grotesqueness of the freak, but
merely the loathing insinuation of a man being
changed into an animal. Some palm trees in
the background of the picture suggested a jungle
and might have led the imaginative to assume
that it was in this wild that the perverted object
had roamed.

When I first became aware of this phenomenon
the exhibition was closed, but a well-informed
boy sought the proprietor in a public house and I
was granted a private view on payment of a shilling.
The shop was empty and grey with dust. Some
old tins and a few shrivelled potatoes occupied
a shelf and some vague vegetable refuse the
window. The light in the place was dim, being
obscured by the painted placard outside. The
far end of the shop—where I expect the late
proprietor sat at a desk—was cut off by a curtain
or rather by a red tablecloth suspended from a
cord by a few rings. The room was cold and
dank, for it was the month of November. The
year, I might say, was 1884.

The showman pulled back the curtain and
revealed a bent figure crouching on a stool and
covered by a brown blanket. In front of it, on
a tripod, was a large brick heated by a Bunsen
burner. Over this the creature was huddled to
warm itself. It never moved when the curtain
was drawn back. Locked up in an empty shop
and lit by the faint blue light of the gas jet, this
hunched-up figure was the embodiment of loneliness.
It might have been a captive in a cavern
or a wizard watching for unholy manifestations
in the ghostly flame. Outside the sun was shining
and one could hear the footsteps of the passers-by,
a tune whistled by a boy and the companionable
hum of traffic in the road.

The showman—speaking as if to a dog—called
out harshly: “Stand up!” The thing arose
slowly and let the blanket that covered its head
and back fall to the ground. There stood revealed
the most disgusting specimen of humanity that
I have ever seen. In the course of my profession
I had come upon lamentable deformities of the
face due to injury or disease, as well as mutilations
and contortions of the body depending upon
like causes; but at no time had I met with such a
degraded or perverted version of a human being
as this lone figure displayed. He was naked
to the waist, his feet were bare, he wore a pair
of threadbare trousers that had once belonged to
some fat gentleman’s dress suit.

From the intensified painting in the street I
had imagined the Elephant Man to be of gigantic
size. This, however, was a little man below the
average height and made to look shorter by the
bowing of his back. The most striking feature
about him was his enormous and misshapened
head. From the brow there projected a huge
bony mass like a loaf, while from the back of the
head hung a bag of spongy, fungous-looking skin,
the surface of which was comparable to brown
cauliflower. On the top of the skull were a few
long lank hairs. The osseous growth on the forehead
almost occluded one eye. The circumference
of the head was no less than that of the man’s
waist. From the upper jaw there projected
another mass of bone. It protruded from the
mouth like a pink stump, turning the upper lip
inside out and making of the mouth a mere
slobbering aperture. This growth from the jaw
had been so exaggerated in the painting as to
appear to be a rudimentary trunk or tusk. The
nose was merely a lump of flesh, only recognizable
as a nose from its position. The face was no
more capable of expression than a block of gnarled
wood. The back was horrible, because from it
hung, as far down as the middle of the thigh,
huge, sack-like masses of flesh covered by the same
loathsome cauliflower skin.

The right arm was of enormous size and shapeless.
It suggested the limb of the subject of
elephantiasis. It was overgrown also with pendent
masses of the same cauliflower-like skin. The
hand was large and clumsy—a fin or paddle
rather than a hand. There was no distinction
between the palm and the back. The thumb
had the appearance of a radish, while the fingers
might have been thick, tuberous roots. As a
limb it was almost useless. The other arm was
remarkable by contrast. It was not only normal
but was, moreover, a delicately shaped limb
covered with fine skin and provided with a beautiful
hand which any woman might have envied.
From the chest hung a bag of the same repulsive
flesh. It was like a dewlap suspended from the
neck of a lizard. The lower limbs had the
characters of the deformed arm. They were
unwieldy, dropsical looking and grossly misshapened.

To add a further burden to his trouble the
wretched man, when a boy, developed hip disease,
which had left him permanently lame, so that
he could only walk with a stick. He was thus
denied all means of escape from his tormentors.
As he told me later, he could never run away.
One other feature must be mentioned to emphasize
his isolation from his kind. Although he
was already repellent enough, there arose from the
fungous skin-growth with which he was almost
covered a very sickening stench which was hard
to tolerate. From the showman I learnt nothing
about the Elephant Man, except that he was
English, that his name was John Merrick and
that he was twenty-one years of age.

As at the time of my discovery of the Elephant
Man I was the Lecturer on Anatomy at the
Medical College opposite, I was anxious to
examine him in detail and to prepare an account
of his abnormalities. I therefore arranged with
the showman that I should interview his strange
exhibit in my room at the college. I became
at once conscious of a difficulty. The Elephant
Man could not show himself in the streets. He
would have been mobbed by the crowd and
seized by the police. He was, in fact, as secluded
from the world as the Man with the Iron Mask.
He had, however, a disguise, although it was
almost as startling as he was himself. It consisted
of a long black cloak which reached to the ground.
Whence the cloak had been obtained I cannot
imagine. I had only seen such a garment on
the stage wrapped about the figure of a Venetian
bravo. The recluse was provided with a pair of
bag-like slippers in which to hide his deformed
feet. On his head was a cap of a kind that never
before was seen. It was black like the cloak, had
a wide peak, and the general outline of a yachting
cap. As the circumference of Merrick’s head
was that of a man’s waist, the size of this headgear
may be imagined. From the attachment
of the peak a grey flannel curtain hung in front
of the face. In this mask was cut a wide horizontal
slit through which the wearer could look
out. This costume, worn by a bent man hobbling
along with a stick, is probably the most remarkable
and the most uncanny that has as yet been
designed. I arranged that Merrick should cross
the road in a cab, and to insure his immediate
admission to the college I gave him my card.
This card was destined to play a critical part
in Merrick’s life.

I made a careful examination of my visitor
the result of which I embodied in a paper.[1] I
made little of the man himself. He was shy,
confused, not a little frightened and evidently
much cowed. Moreover, his speech was almost
unintelligible. The great bony mass that projected
from his mouth blurred his utterance and
made the articulation of certain words impossible.
He returned in a cab to the place of exhibition,
and I assumed that I had seen the last of him,
especially as I found next day that the show had
been forbidden by the police and that the shop
was empty.










	
[1]


	
British Medical Journal, Dec., 1886, and April, 1890.










I supposed that Merrick was imbecile and had
been imbecile from birth. The fact that his
face was incapable of expression, that his speech
was a mere spluttering and his attitude that of
one whose mind was void of all emotions and
concerns gave grounds for this belief. The
conviction was no doubt encouraged by the hope
that his intellect was the blank I imagined it to
be. That he could appreciate his position
was unthinkable. Here was a man in the heyday
of youth who was so vilely deformed that everyone
he met confronted him with a look of horror
and disgust. He was taken about the country
to be exhibited as a monstrosity and an object
of loathing. He was shunned like a leper, housed
like a wild beast, and got his only view of the
world from a peephole in a showman’s cart. He
was, moreover, lame, had but one available arm,
and could hardly make his utterances understood.
It was not until I came to know that Merrick
was highly intelligent, that he possessed an acute
sensibility and—worse than all—a romantic
imagination that I realized the overwhelming
tragedy of his life.

The episode of the Elephant Man was, I
imagined, closed; but I was fated to meet him
again—two years later—under more dramatic
conditions. In England the showman and
Merrick had been moved on from place to place
by the police, who considered the exhibition
degrading and among the things that could not
be allowed. It was hoped that in the uncritical
retreats of Mile End a more abiding peace would
be found. But it was not to be. The official
mind there, as elsewhere, very properly decreed
that the public exposure of Merrick and his
deformities transgressed the limits of decency.
The show must close.

The showman, in despair, fled with his charge
to the Continent. Whither he roamed at first
I do not know; but he came finally to Brussels.
His reception was discouraging. Brussels was
firm; the exhibition was banned; it was brutal,
indecent and immoral, and could not be permitted
within the confines of Belgium. Merrick was
thus no longer of value. He was no longer a
source of profitable entertainment. He was a
burden. He must be got rid of. The elimination
of Merrick was a simple matter. He could
offer no resistance. He was as docile as a sick
sheep. The impresario, having robbed Merrick
of his paltry savings, gave him a ticket to London,
saw him into the train and no doubt in parting
condemned him to perdition.

His destination was Liverpool Street. The
journey may be imagined. Merrick was in his
alarming outdoor garb. He would be harried by
an eager mob as he hobbled along the quay. They
would run ahead to get a look at him. They
would lift the hem of his cloak to peep at his
body. He would try to hide in the train or in
some dark corner of the boat, but never could
he be free from that ring of curious eyes or from
those whispers of fright and aversion. He had
but a few shillings in his pocket and nothing
either to eat or drink on the way. A panic-dazed
dog with a label on his collar would have
received some sympathy and possibly some
kindness. Merrick received none.

What was he to do when he reached London?
He had not a friend in the world. He knew no
more of London than he knew of Pekin. How
could he find a lodging, or what lodging-house
keeper would dream of taking him in? All he
wanted was to hide. What most he dreaded were
the open street and the gaze of his fellow-men.
If even he crept into a cellar the horrid eyes and
the still more dreaded whispers would follow him
to its depths. Was there ever such a home-coming!

At Liverpool Street he was rescued from the
crowd by the police and taken into the third-class
waiting-room. Here he sank on the floor in the
darkest corner. The police were at a loss what
to do with him. They had dealt with strange
and mouldy tramps, but never with such an object
as this. He could not explain himself. His
speech was so maimed that he might as well have
spoken in Arabic. He had, however, something
with him which he produced with a ray of hope.
It was my card.

The card simplified matters. It made it
evident that this curious creature had an acquaintance
and that the individual must be sent for.
A messenger was dispatched to the London
Hospital which is comparatively near at hand.
Fortunately I was in the building and returned
at once with the messenger to the station. In the
waiting-room I had some difficulty in making a
way through the crowd, but there, on the floor
in the corner, was Merrick. He looked a mere
heap. It seemed as if he had been thrown there
like a bundle. He was so huddled up and so
helpless looking that he might have had both his
arms and his legs broken. He seemed pleased
to see me, but he was nearly done. The journey
and want of food had reduced him to the last
stage of exhaustion. The police kindly helped
him into a cab, and I drove him at once to the
hospital. He appeared to be content, for he
fell asleep almost as soon as he was seated and
slept to the journey’s end. He never said a word,
but seemed to be satisfied that all was well.

In the attics of the hospital was an isolation
ward with a single bed. It was used for emergency
purposes—for a case of delirium tremens, for a
man who had become suddenly insane or for a
patient with an undetermined fever. Here the
Elephant Man was deposited on a bed, was made
comfortable and was supplied with food. I had
been guilty of an irregularity in admitting such
a case, for the hospital was neither a refuge nor
a home for incurables. Chronic cases were not
accepted, but only those requiring active treatment,
and Merrick was not in need of such treatment.
I applied to the sympathetic chairman
of the committee, Mr. Carr Gomm, who not
only was good enough to approve my action but
who agreed with me that Merrick must not
again be turned out into the world.

Mr. Carr Gomm wrote a letter to The Times
detailing the circumstances of the refugee and
asking for money for his support. So generous
is the English public that in a few days—I think
in a week—enough money was forthcoming to
maintain Merrick for life without any charge
upon the hospital funds. There chanced to be
two empty rooms at the back of the hospital which
were little used. They were on the ground floor,
were out of the way, and opened upon a large
courtyard called Bedstead Square, because here
the iron beds were marshalled for cleaning and
painting. The front room was converted into a
bed-sitting room and the smaller chamber into
a bathroom. The condition of Merrick’s skin
rendered a bath at least once a day a necessity,
and I might here mention that with the use of
the bath the unpleasant odour to which I have
referred ceased to be noticeable. Merrick took
up his abode in the hospital in December,
1886.

Merrick had now something he had never
dreamed of, never supposed to be possible—a
home of his own for life. I at once began to
make myself acquainted with him and to endeavour
to understand his mentality. It was a
study of much interest. I very soon learnt his
speech so that I could talk freely with him. This
afforded him great satisfaction, for, curiously
enough, he had a passion for conversation, yet
all his life had had no one to talk to. I—having
then much leisure—saw him almost every day,
and made a point of spending some two hours
with him every Sunday morning when he would
chatter almost without ceasing. It was unreasonable
to expect one nurse to attend to him
continuously, but there was no lack of temporary
volunteers. As they did not all acquire his
speech it came about that I had occasionally to
act as an interpreter.

I found Merrick, as I have said, remarkably
intelligent. He had learnt to read and had
become a most voracious reader. I think he had
been taught when he was in hospital with his
diseased hip. His range of books was limited.
The Bible and Prayer Book he knew intimately,
but he had subsisted for the most part upon
newspapers, or rather upon such fragments of
old journals as he had chanced to pick up. He
had read a few stories and some elementary lesson
books, but the delight of his life was a romance,
especially a love romance. These tales were very
real to him, as real as any narrative in the Bible,
so that he would tell them to me as incidents
in the lives of people who had lived. In his outlook
upon the world he was a child, yet a child
with some of the tempestuous feelings of a man.
He was an elemental being, so primitive that he
might have spent the twenty-three years of his
life immured in a cave.

Of his early days I could learn but little. He
was very loath to talk about the past. It was a
nightmare, the shudder of which was still upon
him. He was born, he believed, in or about
Leicester. Of his father he knew absolutely
nothing. Of his mother he had some memory.
It was very faint and had, I think, been elaborated
in his mind into something definite. Mothers
figured in the tales he had read, and he wanted
his mother to be one of those comfortable
lullaby-singing persons who are so lovable. In
his subconscious mind there was apparently a
germ of recollection in which someone figured
who had been kind to him. He clung to this
conception and made it more real by invention,
for since the day when he could toddle no one
had been kind to him. As an infant he must
have been repellent, although his deformities
did not become gross until he had attained his
full stature.

It was a favourite belief of his that his mother
was beautiful. The fiction was, I am aware, one
of his own making, but it was a great joy to him.
His mother, lovely as she may have been, basely
deserted him when he was very small, so small
that his earliest clear memories were of the workhouse
to which he had been taken. Worthless
and inhuman as this mother was, he spoke of her
with pride and even with reverence. Once,
when referring to his own appearance, he said:
“It is very strange, for, you see, mother was so
beautiful.”

The rest of Merrick’s life up to the time that
I met him at Liverpool Street Station was one
dull record of degradation and squalor. He was
dragged from town to town and from fair to fair
as if he were a strange beast in a cage. A dozen
times a day he would have to expose his nakedness
and his piteous deformities before a gaping crowd
who greeted him with such mutterings as “Oh!
what a horror! What a beast!” He had had
no childhood. He had had no boyhood. He had
never experienced pleasure. He knew nothing
of the joy of living nor of the fun of things. His
sole idea of happiness was to creep into the dark
and hide. Shut up alone in a booth, awaiting
the next exhibition, how mocking must have
sounded the laughter and merriment of the boys
and girls outside who were enjoying the “fun of
the fair!” He had no past to look back upon and
no future to look forward to. At the age of
twenty he was a creature without hope. There
was nothing in front of him but a vista of caravans
creeping along a road, of rows of glaring show
tents and of circles of staring eyes with, at the
end, the spectacle of a broken man in a poor law
infirmary.

Those who are interested in the evolution of
character might speculate as to the effect of this
brutish life upon a sensitive and intelligent man.
It would be reasonable to surmise that he would
become a spiteful and malignant misanthrope,
swollen with venom and filled with hatred of his
fellow-men, or, on the other hand, that he would
degenerate into a despairing melancholic on the
verge of idiocy. Merrick, however, was no such
being. He had passed through the fire and had
come out unscathed. His troubles had ennobled
him. He showed himself to be a gentle,
affectionate and lovable creature, as amiable as
a happy woman, free from any trace of cynicism
or resentment, without a grievance and without
an unkind word for anyone. I have never heard
him complain. I have never heard him deplore
his ruined life or resent the treatment he had
received at the hands of callous keepers. His
journey through life had been indeed along a via
dolorosa, the road had been uphill all the way,
and now, when the night was at its blackest and
the way most steep, he had suddenly found
himself, as it were, in a friendly inn, bright with
light and warm with welcome. His gratitude
to those about him was pathetic in its sincerity
and eloquent in the childlike simplicity with
which it was expressed.

As I learnt more of this primitive creature I
found that there were two anxieties which were
prominent in his mind and which he revealed to
me with diffidence. He was in the occupation
of the rooms assigned to him and had been
assured that he would be cared for to the end of
his days. This, however, he found hard to
realize, for he often asked me timidly to what
place he would next be moved. To understand
his attitude it is necessary to remember that he
had been moving on and moving on all his life.
He knew no other state of existence. To him
it was normal. He had passed from the workhouse
to the hospital, from the hospital back to the
workhouse, then from this town to that town or
from one showman’s caravan to another. He
had never known a home nor any semblance of
one. He had no possessions. His sole belongings,
besides his clothes and some books, were the
monstrous cap and the cloak. He was a wanderer,
a pariah and an outcast. That his quarters at
the hospital were his for life he could not understand.
He could not rid his mind of the
anxiety which had pursued him for so many
years—where am I to be taken next?

Another trouble was his dread of his fellow-men,
his fear of people’s eyes, the dread of being
always stared at, the lash of the cruel mutterings
of the crowd. In his home in Bedstead Square
he was secluded; but now and then a thoughtless
porter or a wardmaid would open his door to let
curious friends have a peep at the Elephant Man.
It therefore seemed to him as if the gaze of the
world followed him still.

Influenced by these two obsessions he became,
during his first few weeks at the hospital, curiously
uneasy. At last, with much hesitation, he said
to me one day: “When I am next moved can I
go to a blind asylum or to a lighthouse?” He
had read about blind asylums in the newspapers
and was attracted by the thought of being among
people who could not see. The lighthouse had
another charm. It meant seclusion from the
curious. There at least no one could open a
door and peep in at him. There he would
forget that he had once been the Elephant Man.
There he would escape the vampire showman.
He had never seen a lighthouse, but he had come
upon a picture of the Eddystone, and it appeared
to him that this lonely column of stone in the
waste of the sea was such a home as he had
longed for.
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