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            The reader cannot fail to be humbled by the extraordinary bravery, usually in the most challenging circumstances, described in these pages.

            hrh princess alexandra – president of the royal humane society

            Some pass by, because it’s easier, safer. Others step in, because it’s the right thing to do. This remarkable book reminds us what the best of us look like.

            hugh bonneville – actor

            The very best of humanity – here are the stories.

            gyles brandreth – author and broadcaster

            For the first fifty years of my life, nothing happened that was at all noteworthy, and then… December 22, 2019 came along. As for many in this book, the rescue is as life changing for the saviours as the saved.

            lloyd bishop, rhs silver medal

            These are true heroes, fine people, whom we should all celebrate. Their examples make us proud to be alive. Examples of great courage are always moving, perhaps even more so when men and women risk, and sometimes lose, their lives rescuing someone they do not love or even know. They are motivated simply by the fact that these are fellow human beings in distress and danger. I was particularly struck by the Sri Lankan bus driver who chose to kill himself to save his passengers.

            julian fellowes – screenwriter and producer (downton abbey)

            Amazing true stories, in extreme circumstances, demonstrating two of the most noble human qualities – bravery and courage.

            rupert novis, stanhope gold medal ii
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         In memory of
Honor

I wish we could have saved you.

Also in memory of all the selfless men, women and children

who have saved or attempted to save the lives of others,

especially when threatened with great risk to themselves.
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3
            PREFACE

         

         Unless we have already been in a situation where lives are at risk and there is considerable danger, it is difficult to predict how we would react. Most of us hope we would do the right thing, but there is no way of testing ourselves for real until we are confronted by a completely alien scenario: the multiple motorway pile up; the man hanging off a bridge threatening to kill himself; the shark attack; the drunk who falls onto a railway track; the smoke-filled burning house.

         Will we be the hero, do the right thing, or is there a nagging voice at the back of our head wondering if we would be up to it? Although this book records amazing feats of selfless courage, the stories that follow are not about people trained to confront perilous situations but are generally accounts of members of the public going about their daily lives unaware that they are soon to be called on to be quick thinking, and often utterly heroic.
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            THE STORY BEHIND THE ROYAL HUMANE SOCIETY

         

         Today the Royal Humane Society rewards those who have saved the lives of others, and in many cases have displayed great qualities of courage and compassion. Its story goes back a quarter of a millennium, to when George III was in the first quarter of his reign. One of the oldest charities in the United Kingdom, it was first known as The Institution For Affording Immediate Relief to Persons Apparently Dead From Drowning.

         Two hundred and fifty years later, the Royal Humane Society is still handing out nearly 1,000 awards a year, with the emphasis on saving life in any circumstances, with particular commendations for those who have risked their own lives.

         From George III, who would regularly attend meetings of the Society, and through a further nine reigns, the Society has sought to spread knowledge about lifesaving and rewarded those who risk everything to help their fellow human beings.

         As a maritime nation at the forefront of the industrial revolution much trade was enacted on the high seas as well as in ports and rivers. Inevitably, accidents occurred, particularly in the days before health and safety regulations. Leisure time was often spent on the water, including in the winters (which were considerably colder two centuries ago), when skating was popular, but often led to disastrous situations.

         Eventually it became obvious to two distinguished doctors that action was needed to rescue unfortunate souls from perilous situations, comprising education to train people how to revive the apparently drowned who could be resuscitated if the right knowledge was made widely available. 5

         Dr William Hawes (1736–1806) and Dr Thomas Cogan (1736–1818) each invited sixteen friends and had their first meeting on 18 April 1774 at the Chapter Coffee House, St Paul’s Churchyard in the City of London. They included the eminent Quaker physician John Coakley Lettsom, chickenpox expert William Heberden, and renowned Anglo-Irish novelist Oliver Goldsmith.

         Many of the founders were said by Lettsom to have been physicians or surgeons practising between Westminster and London bridges. The Lord Mayor of London became the Society’s first President, and actor-manager David Garrick was a generous early supporter. It was no coincidence that the first meeting took place so close to this part of the Thames as, being a busy trading port, men, women and children were frequently drowning.

         By 1809 the Society reported that twenty-seven humane societies had been founded in Great Britain, inspired by the London Society, five in what they called “British foreign settlements” and ten in “foreign places”. It also showed eight Receiving Houses in operation: permanently manned buildings where victims could be brought for resuscitation.

         The 1812 report stated that if bellows were not available, then alternate compression and relaxation of the abdomen was preferable to mouth-to-mouth inflation because the exhaled breath was considered poisonous, but Leroy’s 1829 experiments found that animals could be killed by the use of bellows and the Society, alarmed by these findings, dismissed their use in 1837.

         When newly formed, the Society originally followed practical methods of the Amsterdam Society, which had been founded seven years before its British counterpart because Dutch inhabitants were naturally aware of how proximity to water constituted a hazard to life. Their seven recommended methods were: warmth; artificial respiration by mouth-to-mouth inflation with abdominal and chest compression; fumigation, by introducing tobacco smoke into the rectum and colon; friction, by rubbing the body; stimulants; bleeding; and inducement of vomiting. However, within sixty years all these techniques had been abandoned by the London Society, except for warmth and rubbing.

         Many practices were long established in Britain, on the continent of Europe, and doubtless all over the world. Placing bodies over a barrel, popular with sailors and those living near water, did not find favour with the Society, and injunctions against it appeared every year from 1774 until at least 1909.6

         Inversion of the drowned was known to early Egyptians but was also forbidden, as was the custom of rubbing the body with salt. Tobacco was already being extensively used in resuscitation when the Society was founded, and many cases record success with it. However, when discovered in 1811 that it could kill animals, the Society became concerned and forbade its use.

         An important step was taken in 1835 when the Society announced its new Receiving House would be built on the north bank of the Serpentine in Hyde Park. The piece of ground for the building had been originally given to the Society by George III, whose idea it was, and William IV subsequently extended it to include separate wards for men and women, a medical attendant’s room, waiting-room and a laboratory. The foundation stone was laid by the Waterloo hero, the Duke of Wellington, who was now Prime Minister.

         The latter half of the nineteenth century saw a rapid procession of new approaches to artificial respiration and slight modification of older ones. Sylvester’s method, aimed at imitating natural respiratory movements, was published in 1858 and adopted by the Society three years later.

         By its 150th anniversary in 1924, the Receiving House in Hyde Park had two wards permanently open under the care of a resident superintendent. Stations were also being maintained along the Thames, the Medway, the Lee, Duckett’s Canal, the New River and at many seaside resorts.

         When George V died in 1936 he had been associated with the Society for forty-four years. He was the first President to personally sign the testimonials, present the Stanhope Gold Medals, and to preside at the Annual Court during his first term of office.

         At the beginning of World War II the Society’s books and records were removed from the Thames-side office to the Receiving House, which was subsequently severely damaged by enemy action although it remained in use. Luckily the vast majority of the Society’s records survived. By the end of the war, many of over four hundred working stations had been demolished or damaged, with the loss of much apparatus.

         Although the Receiving House could no longer carry out its original duties, first aid was given to bathers and others in need of assistance. The need for ice-men had originally arisen and grown with the popularity of ice skating, leading the Society to sponsor several ingenious appliances for use in ice rescues as well as manning the Serpentine in winter; but, by 1947, ice-men 7were no longer required. The Hyde Park Receiving House was finally demolished in 1954.

         By 1949 some four hundred stations were again being maintained within a thirty-mile radius of Hyde Park, but they were prey to damage and pilfering and reports grew that vandalism by small boys was increasing daily. At one point the average life-expectancy for lifebuoys provided in the London area had become only four hours!

         Over the two hundred and fifty years of its existence the Society has developed its purpose. Originally focussed mainly on preserving life, its main role has now evolved into collecting evidence, investigating, recording, and presenting its awards to people who have shown bravery in the widest possible variety of circumstances. It seeks nominations from the public and is greatly assisted by the police forces throughout the country in identifying deserving recipients.

         Indeed, those eligible include police officers who act beyond the normal expectation of their statutory duties. Our police maintain the peace and detect crime but often find themselves in situations where they can act to preserve life. Since the new millennium, a Police Medal has been awarded annually to the most deserving case of the year reconsidering all those who have already received awards. Similarly, the armed forces, who defend us from the King’s enemies, are rewarded if they save life, particularly in non-combat situations, and members of the emergency services, who already save life every day, are considered for awards if acting off duty.

         Cases are forwarded to the Society in London, which currently receives about 400 in the course of a year leading to nearly 1,000 awards, because each incident often concerns several saviours. The incident details are entered into the Society’s nomination form which is then sent to the Society. These are reviewed and then submitted as a case summary, which are sent to the trustees who study them before the quarterly adjudication meetings. Our present trustees include a doctor, a lawyer, a former City of London Police Commissioner and a previous Stanhope Gold Medallist.

         Once decisions have been taken, the Secretary and team prepare the citations and awards. The more senior awards are signed by HRH Princess Alexandra, who is our current President.

         The most significant awards are conferred at the Annual General Court ceremony, which in recent years has been held at the Haberdashers’ Hall, 8Smithfield. It is a chance for awardees to meet other recipients and talk about their experiences, which many say is greatly therapeutic in restoring their mental health after often traumatic situations. It is an occasion when governors and guests feel privileged to congratulate people who consider themselves ordinary in their everyday lives but who have acted in truly extraordinary ways.
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            EDITORIAL NOTE

         

         All the following stories are drawn from archives of the Royal Humane Society, stretching back to its inception in 1774. They are arranged thematically, rather than chronologically, meaning that tales in the chapter on sinking ships could be from two centuries ago or the last decade. I have retained the write-ups’ style and spirit as they were made at the time. The language of those presented in the eighteenth century includes turns of phrase that might be considered old-fashioned now but contribute to their charm and distinctiveness. Some expressions may be considered inappropriate to modern day sensibilities but for the sake of authenticity I have tried not to edit out words and phrases that reflect the time when they were used.

         The citations were designed to be factual and unsentimental to enable committees to decide what award the nominees deserved without generating too much emotion to influence their decisions. In many cases this adds to the power of the narrative; most of the stories do not require fulsome adjectives to describe what are already extraordinary accounts. In more recent cases I have spoken to some awardees and quoted them. Certain historical stories contain contemporaneous quotes about people’s opinion of the events that unfolded. The italicised introductions to each story sets the scene.

         Most of the awardees are British, although during the days of Empire these included British subjects. Even today, British nominees and some members of the Commonwealth are eligible for awards wherever in the world their action has taken place.

          

         Rupert Uloth

         2024 10
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            THE VERY FIRST AWARD

         

         The Royal Humane Society has been issuing awards to those who have saved other people’s lives since 1774. The very first award was presented to Thomas Vincent, whose quick thinking found a missing child so enabling others to restore the infant to life. The following is a transcript of that first Society award from the Annual Report on 12 July 1774. The mother’s desperation can only be imagined.

         BANKSIDE TODDLER

         
            “Thomas, the son of John Joseph, a child about 14 months, dwelling by the Iron Foundry near the Falcon Stairs, wandering from its mother and other women who were drinking tea together in a chandler’s shop, got into a back kitchen and fell through a trap, the door of which was carelessly left open, into an aqueduct communicating with the River Thames.

            The women heard it fall, and ran to the place, but could not perceive the child. Their screams brought a shoemaker, who lived in an adjacent house, to the place, but he was fearful of jumping in lest he should fall upon the child.

            Thomas Vincent, a waterman, who was amongst the crowd brought together by the cries of the distressed mother, being informed of the event, ran round by several houses, and climbing over the walls of the aqueduct, waded up to the place to the height of his chest in the water, proceeding cautiously, and feeling for the infant with his feet as he advanced, for he imagined the returning tide might have carried it to a 12distance from the place: nor was he altogether deceived; as he felt the child about ten feet from the opening.

            He took it up, and gave it to the women through the hole through which it had fallen. From seven to ten minutes must have elapsed from the falling in of the child to the time it was taken out.

            The women, upon the strictest examination, affirmed that the child was to all appearances dead; its eyes were fixed, it lay breathless and void either of motion or pulse.

            They shook, and beat it on its back for some little time, and laying it upon the counter in the shop, rubbed its belly and chest with dry salt; the friction was scarcely continued three minutes before the child began to gasp, and give other signs of returning life, which encreased [sic] till they were enabled to pour some salt and water down its throat.

            This excited a vomiting, by which the child threw up a considerable quantity of water and mud from its stomach, and in a few minutes more it was restored to the joyful arms of its mother.

            In the course of the evening it had two or three convulsive fits, but these were of short duration, and returned no more.

            The person who had taken the child out of the water ran for Mr Boyse, one of the Medical Assistants to this Society: he not being at home, his journeyman went to the house, but he found the child pretty well recovered.

            The waterman had the reward promised by the Society.”

         

      

   


   
      
         
13
            THE FIRST STANHOPE GOLD MEDAL

         

         At the height of the British Empire when hundreds of ships were crossing the oceans this story might not have been that unusual, but it is significant because Captain Webb was the first recipient of the Stanhope Gold Medal, awarded to the most meritorious case each year. Although the rescue was unsuccessful, Captain Webb displayed great courage and it is heartening to read of a form of early crowdfunding to benefit both salvor and victim.

         In 1962 it was decided that the award should be opened to other Commonwealth Humane Societies, so nominations from the United Kingdom, New Zealand, Australia, Canada and Sri Lanka are now eligible.

         
CAPTAIN MATTHEW WEBB 1873


         
            On the 22 April, as the Steamship Russia was proceeding on her voyage from New York to Liverpool, a stiff breeze blowing, and the ship cutting through the water at the rate of 14 ½ knots, a seaman, named Michael Hynes, fell overboard from the rigging where he was performing his duty.

            Immediately on perceiving this a fellow sailor, Matthew Webb, jumped overboard and swam to the place where his comrade had disappeared; he was too late, however, and could recover nothing or see anything of the unfortunate man except for his cap, which he brought on board.

            The steamer was stopped and turned about, a boat lowered and sent to the rescue; after cruising about for nearly half an hour they returned to the ship with Webb, who had been found swimming about, nearly a mile 14from the ship; he was not at all exhausted but had suffered somewhat from the cold.

            Some kind-hearted gentlemen immediately started a subscription for the benefit of the man who had so nobly risked his life to save his comrade. In about an hour £100 was raised. Two further subscriptions were taken to benefit the parents of the man who had lost his life, and for the boat’s crew who went to the rescue.
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            EARLY DAYS OF LIFE-SAVING

         

         
LIGHTNING STRIKE 1778


         Copy of a letter from Mr Milward.

         
            “On Sunday night, July 5th, 1778, at about half past ten, I was called to the assistance of Peter Lucas, aged 18, apprentice to Mr Hicks in White Lyon-Street, Norton Falgate, who was brought home upon boards, to all appearance dead, from a stroke of lightning.

            Upon entering the room, and examining the body, I found him both stiff and cold, not perceiving the least warmth in any part of the body or extremities: his fingers and toes were contracted, his eyes sunk, and his countenance livid. I immediately, with assistance, stripped off his wet clothes, and with all possible expedition placed him between blankets made very hot.

            The assistants then used strong friction over the whole body. During this, I made a very large orifice in the bazilic vein, and procured by slow degrees near twelve ounces of blood. Volatile and cardiac medicine were forced into the mouth, but for a considerable time to no effect, he being totally incapable of swallowing.

            Large blistering plasters were applied to the whole spine of the back, and to both the feet. In half an hour I procured about eight ounces more blood, and by the repeated use of volatiles, together with the strongest frictions the whole time, at about half past eleven I perceived 16a very slight convulsive motion of the diaphragm, or hiccough; which was succeeded some little time after by a slight warmth and irregular pulsation of the heart; and soon after by a very slow interrupted respiration.

            Before twelve I perceived he began to swallow, and by steadily using the friction and volatiles for an hour longer, a regular pulsation ensued; the lungs performed their office; and a gradual heat, and recovery of every faculty succeeded. About one he spoke, though not articulately.

            In the morning he was in a considerable fever, in great measure accounted for by the stimulus of the blisters, and the medicines applied the preceding night: but by the use of antiphlogistic regimen, together with occasional laxative, he was restored to the enjoyment of perfect health in the course of a week.

            Upon the strictest examination of the body when first brought home, no external injury appeared, except a bruise along the right arm, which I presume he received either from the first fall, or at the time of being placed on the board for conveyance, either I think sufficiently accounting for such appearance. Upon being questioned as to what had happened, he knew nothing but from the testimony of his companion, who was not in the least affected.

            It appears that they had been at Islington, and were on their return caught in the storm near the turnpike at the London Apprentice, Hoxton; at which time the above Peter Lucas was struck down at the other’s feet. It further appears from the best calculation, that before he (James Jaques) could procure assistance to have him conveyed home and make application to me, an hour at least must have elapsed.”

         

         
LIFE HANGING BY A THREAD 1779


         Copy of a Letter to Dr Hawes.

         
            “Thomas Brasier, a farmer in a village called Cardington, four miles distant from Church Stretton, in the county of Salop, upon Saturday the 26th day of June, about half past twelve o’clock at noon, found means, 17during a fit of insanity, to hang himself, whilst the rest of the family were busily engaged in the affairs of the house.

            The time he continued in the above situation, cannot be exactly ascertained; but from a variety of concurring circumstances, it is firmly believed to be about twelve or fourteen minutes, (some think between fifteen or sixteen). When he was cut down, there was not the least apparent sign of life remained; it was however recommended by some of the neighbours, to send to Stretton with all possible speed to request my attendance. I fortunately happened to be at home when the messenger arrived, and set off instantly.

            During this interval (about thirty-five or forty minutes), the attendants did everything they could think of, to promote his recovery, and a short time before I saw him, he had been observed to fetch a few deep sighs, or gulps, though a considerable space of time had elapsed between each; – upon examination, I found there was scarce any perceptible motion in the artery at the wrist, the surface of his body was remarkably cold, particularly his extremities, the blood was settled in his face so as to make his mouth, lips, &c. appear very livid; a large quantity of frothy saliva was frequently discharged together with several clots of coagulated blood.

            As there was no time to be soft, I immediately ordered him to be placed upon a bed (till now he had been supported between two assistants upon a chair) with a hot blanket under him, his head and shoulders a little raised; in this attitude I employed four strong men to make use of the most powerful friction with warm flannels; strong volatile spirits were frequently applied to his nose and temples.

            The door and windows were kept open, so that the fresh air might have free access to him; in a short time I had the pleasure to find the good effects of the above treatment were very visible, an agreeable warmth began to be diffused over the surface of the body; his gasps and sighs became more frequent, his pulse became stronger, and the vibrations more regular; soon after the appearances of the above favourable symptoms, he was attacked with the most violent spasms, and they became so general, that I believe there was scarcely a muscle in his whole system unaffected.

            I now ventured to open a vein during a remission of the spasmodic contractions, and discharged about eight or nine ounces of blood, in hopes 18that evacuation might be a means of abating this troublesome symptom; in this I was disappointed, for they continued with unremitting violence near an hour after, so that the assistants had often great difficulty to keep him upon the bed; and I was under the necessity of requiring an attendant to keep his thumb upon the orifice the whole time, as his arm could never be kept sufficiently steady to apply a bandage till the spasms left him.

            About four o’clock, I had the satisfaction to perceive they began to diminish, and in a few minutes left him entirely, when he immediately fell into a fine easy sleep, and was in every respect so completely restored that I ordered the attendants to leave the room (except one) that he might not be disturbed; he continued in a dozing state till between ten and eleven o’clock the same night, and then awaked perfectly sensible, but complained of a prodigious soreness in the muscles of his back, breast, and throat.

            Upon visiting him the next day, l was informed he had a continual discharge of saliva from his mouth, together with a remarkable soreness in his gums and teeth, similar to what occurs during a ptyalism raised by the use of mercury. I observed his neck, where the cord had pressed, was very black, particularly that part where the knot was applied; which was under the ear, immediately over the superior attachment of the mastoideus muscle, and the whole of that muscle was much inflamed, sore, and tender. I ordered him an acid gargle for his mouth, and a discutient embrocation to be frequently applied to his throat externally, from the use of which, all complaints gradually disappeared, and he is now (Friday, 2nd of July) in perfect health.

             

            I am Sir, your humble servant,

             

            Richard Langslow”19

         

         
MONEY TALKS 1788


         It is just as well that R. Mares, the cabin boy in this tale, cannot remember anything of what happened; at one point he was on the verge of being abandoned, but the lure of lucre encouraged some to go to his aid.

         
            “About nine o’clock in the evening on January 17th, the Ann and Elizabeth was driven on a rock near Margate; the sea ran so high, that at ten o’clock the cabin was full of water, and the waves washed over the deck; the crew, consisting of five men and the cabin boy, about fifteen years of age, in hopes of saving themselves, climbed the mast and lashed themselves to the cross-trees.

            By about three in the morning R. Mares appeared totally exhausted with cold and fatigue, insomuch as to be insensible of their endeavours to rouse him from his lethargic state, and by about six they supposed him dead. At nine o’clock in the morning a boat went off to them, which was with difficulty boarded by the crew, all of whom were safe landed; the boy, supposed to be dead, remaining lashed to the shrouds.

            Nicholas Styleman Esq. of Forward, a gentleman of great humanity, hearing of the boy’s dreadful situation, and knowing there had been many instances of recovery after the vital power had long been suspended and appeared to be extinct, remonstrated on the impropriety of leaving him, and begged he might be brought on shore; however, as the vessel could not be boarded without great danger, no one attempted it, and his remonstrances were in vain; he then offered a most generous pecuniary reward, on which the boy was fetched.

            He was immediately put into a warm bed, and medical attendance called. The usual endeavours of restoring heart and mobility by warm flannels and friction being found ineffectual, he was carried to a warm bath in the neighbourhood, heated to about 90 degrees of Fahrenheit’s thermometer, which was gradually increased to 120 degrees or upwards.

            In about an hour, laborious and convulsive respiration returned, sometimes at very long intervals; the heart commenced its action, and a slight pulsation was soon afterwards perceptible; he was now observed to make weak efforts with his arms, which were before quite stiff; he then 20lifted up his eyelids, but the eyes appeared motionless and the pupils widely dilated. In about an hour and a half his pulse again sank, the colour vanished from his face and lips, and he had a very long interval from breathing. —The heat of the bath being greatly diminished, was now considerably increased; and his head, breast, etc. were soaked; so that in about a quarter of an hour he again revived, and from this time his pulse returned, and soon increased in strength; his breathing became gradually less laborious.

            The warm bath having being employed two hours and a half, he was now removed, and put between the blankets of a warm bed; friction with warm clothes was continued for some hours, and a stimulating enema procured a copious evacuation. Little or no nourishment could be given, as his jaws were fixed, and he seemed to have no power of deglutition for several hours. About nine in the evening he swallowed some broth with difficulty, but much avidity; during the night he took near a quart. —

            At ten o’clock the next morning he first spoke, but continued insensible, and at intervals convulsed; from that time until Monday morning he slept six hours; he then came to his reason; from Monday till Tuesday morning he continued sleeping except when he awoke to take refreshment since which time he has continued quite well. — Although he is now perfectly sensible and collected, he does not remember a single circumstance of what has happened.”

         

         
LATTER DAY LAZARUS 1797


         A hatter is persuaded by a group of women to return to a pond with a stick to find a missing boy.

         
            “On the 2nd of January, a fine boy, the son of Mr Baldock, Surgeon, in Sussex, fell into a pond, and remained at least a quarter of an hour before any one went to his assistance. – An elder brother carried the melancholy information to his sister, whose dismal cries being heard by a hatter, he enquired the cause; the man, as fast as possible, hastened and jumped into the pond to search for the body, but the chill thereof so greatly affected his respiration that he quitted the water.21

            The women, however, at length prevailed on him to make a second attempt and gave him a large stick, by which, after some time, he found the body. The almost distracted father had arrived at the spot, where he found his son to all appearance dead; face quite black, pulsation and breathing had totally left him; – he carried his lifeless child home, stripped off the wet clothes, and put him into a warm bed. The parents next proceeded to rub the body with hot cloths, etc.

            Mr and Mrs Baldock continued the Humane Society’s process for a full hour without the smallest prospect of success; they nevertheless persevered a much longer time, and at length had the happiness to discover some small symptoms of returning life. This encouraged the father and mother to redouble their exertions, and though they proved wholly ineffectual for more than two hours, during which the body appeared as a corpse before them; they did not relax in their efforts, but, painful as they were, managed them with fortitude, so that at the expiration of four hours they brought the vital functions into visible action, which first appeared by convulsive motions in one hand and foot, and an extreme languid pulse.

            The return of animation became now more rapid, and apparently very painful to him; for our child cried loud, his eyes on a sudden burst wide open, and appeared very red and full of terror: After this, he was put breast-high into a warm bath, in which situation he appeared calm for about ten minutes, when he again cried. Being taken out of the bath, where the friction was still kept up with the hands, wiped dry, and put again into a warm bed, he was soon after perceived to breathe, though very quick and feeble.

            My dear boy having in some degree recovered his senses, he spoke a few words incoherently; after some time his speech soon became more perfect.

            About nine his mother put him to bed; he passed the night without sleep, with heat, and no sweat. The next night he got rest by the help of a cordial anodyne; but it was a fortnight before his health was perfectly restored.

            Some days after his perfect recovery, he said to his father, ‘Papa, as I have died once, and been brought to life, must I undergo the pains of death a second time?’”22

         

         
STRAIGHT INTO THE SEA FROM DINNER 1801


         Extract of a letter from the ship’s captain.

         
            “From Captain Buller

            His Majesty’s Ship Achille, off Rochfort, Sept. 15th.

             

            Sir, — The conduct of two gentlemen of this ship has been so meritorious, and I consider myself under such infinite obligations to them for their exertions, that I conceive I should be very reprehensible was I not to state the circumstances to you for your approbation, and to beg you will have the goodness to forward it to the Board of the Humane Society for their commendation, with any remarks you may think proper to honour it with.

            Three days ago a man fell overboard, who could not swim; — Lieutenant Stewart, then at dinner, hearing the confusion such accidents occasion on deck, ran to the wardroom window, and, seeing the perilous situation the man was in (absolutely in the act of sinking), jumped overboard, with his boots and clothes on, brought the man up from under the water, and had the happiness to see that his exertions were the providential means of restoring life to a very valuable man.

            The night before last a young gentleman fell overboard at 8 o’clock, it being very dark, and tremendous sea; — the ship going near four knots. — Nothing it seemed, was to intimidate this valuable officer, Lieutenant Stewart, from endeavouring to render service to any person in so distressing a situation; he jumped overboard, attended by Mr Fitzgerald the Purser, and, after swimming about in different directions for twenty minutes, they had the good fortune to recover a lonely and valuable youth, who was several feet under water.

            From the darkness of the night, and the ship going so fast through the water, it obliges me to think it one of the boldest undertakings I have ever witnessed; — and I trust it will be considered by you highly commendable, and worthy of being known by you to the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty, and the Royal Humane Society.

             

            F. Buller. Captain of the Achille”23

         

         
MAN STRUCK BY LIGHTNING 1802


         A letter from Thomas Edgar, a doctor, praising the guidance for resuscitation published by the Royal Humane Society which enabled him to restore life.

         
            “Fakenham, April 19th

            Dear Sir,

             

            On the 12th April, a storm of hail suddenly came on, succeeded by a most vivid flash of lightening [sic]. — In about five minutes, I was requested to visit J. Mitchell, who was then struck dead with lightening; and had been an apparent corpse half an hour. — A dead cold pervaded the body; the pupils of the eye were much dilated; the countenance exhibiting a ghastly appearance.

            Visible marks of the electric fluid were on his knees, ankles, and feet, resembling those following the explosion of gunpowder. I commended with ardour the Resuscitation Plans recommended by the RHS which, by assiduous perseverance, for three quarters of an hour, was productive of returning animation, convulsions, interrupted respiration, diffusion of the heat, and languid circulation. — My restored patient was confined to his bed some days; but by medical attention his life and health was perfectly restored.”

         

         
MR DUTTON’S SUCCESS 1803


         From James Dutton.

         
            “As John Eaton was bathing in the sea, the tide, being very strong, conveyed him out of his depth. — His companions, in about twenty minutes, obtained the body and conveyed it to the shore.

            Its appearance was exactly like a dead corpse. — I employed the resuscitative methods of the RHS. for nearly half an hour, and had the heart-felt satisfaction to observe the lips, etc. change; which was soon followed by thoracic spasms of the chest. — He opened his eyes, looked 24around him with astonishment, and complained of laborious breathing, and great oppression about the praecordia. — By medical attention, these alarming symptoms gradually subsided, and life and health were perfectly restored.”

            
                

            

            “Attested by C. Taylor, Esq. of the Adelphi:

            Being at Hastings for the benefit of bathing, I had the happiness of seeing animation restored to the body of a youth, who was taken out of the sea, and given up by the spectators as dead. — Mr Dutton enjoyed the inexpressible felicity of beholding the returning dawn of life and, by his judicious perseverance and care, his health in a few days returned.”

         

         
NAVAL RESUSCITATIONS 1804


         Addressed to The Managers, Plymouth Dock, Feb 21 1804.

         
            “Admiral Cloys submits the enclosed, to be laid before the Royal Humane Society. — It is respectfully suggested to the Gentlemen, that Peter Quibilingo would feel highly compensated by the Society’s adjudging him an Honorary Medal, or some such interesting mark of public approbation, for his very meritorious services.

            
                

            

            To Admiral Sir John Cloys, K.B. Commander in Chief, and

            V.P. of the Royal Humane Society.

            
                

            

            Sir,

            The truly meritorious conduct of P. Quibilingo, who, with others, on the 19th of January, observing a vessel drifting in Mill Bay, went out of the barracks, and saved the lives of eight men out of nine. — The vessel being at the mercy of the waves, was at length dashed on the rocks, and a heavy sea beating in, rendered it almost impossible to save the lives of the unfortunate men on board. They, however, succeeded, by getting on the precipices where they were, every moment in danger of being washed off by the surf; by which means W. Harris was washed overboard 25and disappeared; when the said Quibilingo, after combatting with a tremendous sea, succeeded in bringing him up, from under the keel, apparently dead; and by this bold enterprise saved his life.

            In so doing, he received so many bruises, through the violence of the surf dashing him against the rocks, that the Divisional Surgeon found it expedient to send him to the Royal Naval Hospital, where he still remains. — I therefore, Sir, after having had the business thoroughly investigated, and the facts, as I have stated them, confirmed by the evidence of the Corporal, and another of the men that I had on-shore for the purpose of hearing their account of the wreck, take the liberty of recommending this brave fellow, and his comrades, to your consideration, as deserving the benevolence of the Humane Society, of which, I am given to understand, you are a distinguished Member; and I honour to be,

            Your most respectful obedient servant.

             

            M.A. GERRARD”

         

         
NEVER GIVE UP 1807


         All seemed lost when the sides of a well fell in twice. This letter is from the Rev. R.H. Brandling.

         
            “On Nov. 4th, about 9 in the morning, John Armstrong, who was sinking a well at Castle Eden in Co. Durham, and had got to the depth of about 45 feet, was suddenly overwhelmed by the falling in of a great part of the side of the shaft. The man believed that its passage downward was obstructed by a stone projecting from the shaft wall; he was induced to take out some of the bricks, that he might remove the pressure: he had no sooner done this, than a great portion of the superstructure was forced in and buried him under its ruins.

            Everyone present became, of course, alarmed; and, not knowing themselves what method to pursue, they sent for some miners who were working about four miles distant. Upon their arrival, they commenced their work with the greatest alacrity, and continued so to do for the 26greater part of the day, and until the sides of the well, again falling, rendered their situation too extremely hazardous.

            Until this second accident, they had been so near the poor man as to talk with him; but no longer hearing his voice, they concluded that he was killed by the additional weight that had fallen: this conviction, more perhaps than the sense of their own danger, induced them to relinquish their efforts, and they returned home.

            The account reached me in the evening, and I immediately hastened to the spot, where I was assured by everyone that there could be no doubt of the man’s death. Well knowing, however, from what apparently certain destruction men have providentially been delivered, I would not admit of their conclusion; but desired them to give me their help, as I should direct; and this they did most willingly. Upon examining the shaft, I perceived they had not used any precautions to guard the workmen from experiencing a fate similar to what had attended John Armstrong. I gave orders, therefore, to collect a quantity of deals and wood for forming cribs, that the shaft might be properly secured before I allowed any attempt to remove the rubbish.

            I went again for the miners, to make preparation. By break of day everything was ready; and, after the men had exerted themselves until three o’clock in the afternoon, the hope of extricating the man was happily confirmed by the sound of his voice. It was not, however, till nine on the Thursday evening, thirty-six hours later, that he was extricated from the well. When we began to remove the bricks, sand, and gravel, under which he was buried, it was not less than seven yards in thickness. And yet, by the hand of God was John Armstrong protected and restored: Nil de vita desperandum.

            There is one circumstance which I wish to mention as a farther argument against giving way to despair. When I required the aid of the miners they readily complied, although they declared the certainty of his life being gone. Upon my asking why they were so positive, they told me that, when they were within hearing of the man, they had asked him in what position he was, and that he answered that he was lying upon his face. I soon, however, convinced them that there were many causes which might operate in making him mistake his situation; and the event 27proved it, as we found him nearly erect, but so closely hemmed in on every side, that he had not been able to move any part of his body.

             

            Rev R.H. Brandling”

         

         
SWEPT OFF A BARGE 1809


         The Royal Humane Society was founded in the City of London and it was the number of people who were drowning in the Thames at London that motivated Dr William Hawes and Dr Thomas Cogan to set up a society to prevent deaths by drowning through education, rewards and employing life savers. The great river continues to claim victims 250 years later, and the busiest RNLI station in the country is at Victoria Embankment.

         
             

         

         Letter to the Directors of the Royal Humane Society, 18 April 1809.

         
            “Gentlemen,

            It is with great consolation I cheerfully communicate to you the following circumstance.

            Yesterday morning I was called to James Heeps, Master of a small vessel called the Commerce, of Hull, lying above London Bridge. The said Master was coming through the centre arch with two casks in a boat, when the oar by some means struck against some part of the bridge, and threw him completely out into the river, where he was driven down with the tide for a considerable distance, and frequently under water.

            When taken up he was conveyed to a public-house, called the Waterman’s Arms, apparently dead. I being the first Medical Assistant, I did everything in my power to relieve him. Several minutes after, a neighbouring Apothecary came in (Mr Bentall); we exerted ourselves to the utmost of our power; and by using the means recommended by the Humane Society, we felt ourselves happy in recovering him to his friends.

            I beg leave to say that great praise is due to Mr Floyd, landlord of the Waterman’s Arms, for his great and humane exertions in carrying the patient up two pair of stairs, and furnishing us with bottles of warm water etc.28

            I have the honour to be, Gentlemen, your most humble servant,

             

                John Evans, Apothecary

            
                

            

            P. S. The above can be attested by a number of respectable inhabitants of this parish.”

             

         

         On the same date, 18 April 1809, James Heeps, who was saved by Mr Evans, wrote him this letter. 

         
            I James Heeps, aged 18, of Hull, was going from Bank-side to Hayes’s Wharf, with empty casks about nine o’clock on Monday the 17th of April, when, just below London Bridge, on the South side, I was suddenly knocked overboard from the barge, taking the flat part of the oar. I was alone in the boat; cannot swim the least; and recollect nothing that happened from the time I was taken on-board the wherry until I found myself in bed, where I was told I had been above an hour.

            My first recollection was attended with considerable pain all over my body, particularly the head, which appeared as if the brain was turned.

             

                  James Heeps”

         

         
GRATITUDE 1811


         The reaction of victims towards their saviours is not always recorded but many must feel the way young James Dunstone did when he was rescued by Mr Smith.

         Letter from Mr Smith, of Portsmouth Dock Yard:

         
            “Sir,

            Having been skating for a short time in the evening of the 3rd ultimo upon the canal at St James’s Park, on my way out, I observed a number of people collected, which, when I approached, proved to be occasioned by a lad in the act of drowning; they were in much confusion and calling out for a rope; but neither that or any other means being at hand, and the lad’s situation such as would admit of no time being lost, I threw off 29my coats, took the person next to me by the hand, desired another to take his, and so on; went upon the ice, which by my repeated jumpings, broke in; … I continued breaking my way on, until I was breast-high in water, and found it happily in my power to lay hold of the lad, stretching my hand across a piece of ice that lay between us, and to drag him out.

            On his first being taken out, he was to all appearance dead; but after having opened his waistcoat, and wiped his chest dry, and then sitting down, having rolled him on my thighs for some minutes, he exhibited signs of life, which encouraged me to proceed until he was able to speak.

            After being so far recovered, he said in answer to my inquiries that his name was Dunstone, that he lived at No.35, Northumberland Street, Strand, at Mr Fugan’s.

            I gave him in the charge of some people present, who offered their services to conduct him home, and desired that they would take him to some place where he might have some warm brandy and water.

            C. H. Smith”

         

          This is the letter that Smith’s father received in reply from the boy.

         
            “Honoured Sir,

            I am too young to express my mother’s and my own gratitude as I wish to do, to your worthy son – his humanity has saved my life; for this I shall ever feel indebted to him. Any man might have rendered me this service, but few would have been so kind and benevolent as he has been since my rescue; I am truly sorry that he has suffered by this act of charity. May the Lord reward him! I see with pleasure that the notice you have been pleased to take of this adventure originates in the known worth of a dear son, and the heartfelt comfort he affords you: that you both may mutually enjoy this comfort many years, will be the constant prayer of the widowed mother and her eldest of three orphans, who begs leave to subscribe himself with respect and gratitude,

            Honoured Sir, your most devoted and obedient servant,

             

            James Dunstone”
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Foreword by
Her Royal Highness Princess Alexandra,
the Hon. Lady Ogilvy, KG, GCVO
President

It is most fitting that The Royal Humane Society is marking its 250th Anniversary by
publishing this fascinating collection of diverse and distinguished bravery cases out of the almost
eighty-nine thousand in its archive.

Famous and unknown people are among the awardees, young and old, all of whom have
one thing in common. By their spontaneous courage and self-sacrifice they have saved a life or
lives. Tragically some have lost their own in the process.

The reader cannot fail to be humbled by their extraordinary bravery, usually in the most
challenging circumstances, described in these pages.

The Royal Humane Society is a charity which depends heavily on donations to provide the
recognition deserved by its heroic awardees.

Hhode

Long may it prosper.
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