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The Problems Love Can Bring…


Think of a story that can pull at the heart and at the head: a story with the power to torment with the ambiguities and oppositions of emotions as they make the nets around and between us.


You can spin such a story like this:


In February, 2011, a couple in their seventies were arrested and charged with manslaughter. Their daughter, Samantha, aged 40, had died as a result of her very severe form of Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. For almost eighteen years, Samantha had remained at home, for fear of coming into contact with germs. She had earlier been a law student, but everything she had planned gradually ebbed away as the illness took hold of her whole being, invading every living moment of her days.


Samantha’s father was 76, and had bone cancer; his wife was a year older and disabled, unable to walk at all. She told the press that everything in the house had to be covered, wrapped, and her husband had to change clothes before going back into the house after going outside. The couple had tried to obtain professional help, as their daughter’s behaviour was obviously a puzzle. The mother plaintively lamented, with a rhetorical question that resonates with the voice of the desperate individual before the law, ‘How could they arrest us? We didn’t kill her – it was the OCD. She was our daughter and we loved her.’


Medical personnel had called and inspected, then gone away. There was no psychotherapy on offer. All that could really be offered was love. That vague but fortunately ubiquitous commodity has been there in many similar cases, but has often not been enough to reclaim the sufferer back into life. By the time of her death, the young woman was ‘skin and bone’. What was left for her parents was something horrendous added to their grief: the fear of the massive impersonal edifice called the Law.


These sad tales have been related again and again through history, and for the subject of this book we move back in imagination to 1869, and to rural Carmarthenshire, when there was also love, expressed in the face of profound fear, and inevitably, the apprehension, the pity and the agony of a dying child led to the courtroom and the prison, as well as to the churchyard.


Or you can spin the story like this:


In February 2011 the authorities were stunned and perplexed by the ignorance and ineptness of an old couple who allowed their daughter to die. Some might say that, like Shakespeare’s Othello, they loved ‘not wisely but too well’ when they neglected their daughter’s OCD condition to such an extent that they were arrested, facing a charge of manslaughter.


Their daughter was so obsessed by the thought of infections entering the house that she manically showered for several hours a day, and would not let her aged father, sick with cancer, back into the house without a change of clothes.


Where were the proper medical carers in her life? How could such family concern and pain lead to such absurd neglect? But this happened today, in Britain.


Then there was the girl in Carmarthenshire, at a time of great social prosperity, who died in her home, watched by professional nurses, and whose parents were also accused of manslaughter.


These stories are at the heart of how we read Sarah’s story, known in the reference books as ‘The Welsh Fasting Girl. .But there is one further complication. Her life on earth was at a time in the past, which as we all know, is a foreign country and they ‘do things differently there’. But perhaps the bonds of family love are made and secured differently, and even more powerful, maybe some of them are made in silence, in the dark, unknown, and only seen when they go wrong.




Introduction


In the mid 1860s it seemed that there was a weight of troubles and anxieties over Britain; Prince Albert’s death in 1861 had, to some minds, been a harbinger of crises to come, and much of this was related to the lives of individuals in the society that had seen the results of the first wild rush of technology and innovation we think of as the Industrial Revolution. This, in turn, had created and fuelled an empire, generating new urban centres to house the new industries and their influx of immigrant workers. Consequently, these developments spawned multiple problems for the individuals caught up in the relentless progress of history.


Industrial society gave rise to a number of health issues, both in personal lives and in public health. By 1863, it was estimated that almost 6,000 women were known to the police in London as prostitutes; the Contagious Diseases Act of the following year made physical inspections of the ‘ladies of the night’ working in garrison towns compulsory. This was just one small aspect of what became a growing debate about the lives of women in this decade, in which Victorian prosperity and confidence was really beginning to show its casualties. John Stuart Mill’s speech in 1867 on the need for women to be given the vote highlighted exactly how much the mothers of the land were left out of the rewards of enterprise and power.


Women were not included in this brave new world of business. Yet there was one profession of these middle years of the Victorian period in which they were to be prominent: that of nursing. That factor figures in the following story; by the mid 1860s nursing had been taken seriously, and training for the job was beginning to be developed and regulated. It rose in profile, one might say with a tinge of realism, because it was still mediated as a woman’s business, but nevertheless, it gathered esteem and respect. It was not only working women who were subject to the causes of severe ill-health at the time. There were plenty of more wealthy women needing attention and help: as Richard Altick noted in his survey of Victorian people in 1974, ‘An unnaturally sheltered and restricted existence the middle class girl and woman led… little wonder that neurasthenia was as prevalent as the personal records of the period reveal it to have been.’


The society that had accelerated change and improvement in all quarters had taken some notice of the impact on public health in the 1850s, notably after the Crimean War and with Florence Nightingale’s dissemination of the frightful shortcomings of medicine as applied en masse. Between 1855 and 1867 there were seven large-scale new hospitals built, including the Royal Hospital for Incurables of 1854 and the National Hospital for Diseases of the Heart in 1857. In terms of the problems of public health generally, emphasis was at first very much on urban locations. In 1848 the Public Health Act made provision for local boards of health to be created and medical officers of health were appointed. The infamous ‘Great Stink’ on the Thames in 1858, created by the vast quantities of human waste in the city’s effluence, made the authorities aware of the need to create modern sewage systems: the ever-present fear of cholera was one strong factor behind these measures.


Therefore, if we survey the land around 1860 across Victoria’s domain, we find that the new towns and cities were where the problems created by the surging population and its ensuing dilemmas were most clearly seen. But what about the rural areas? Britain was still very much an agricultural country. Not until the 1870s did the acreage of tillage begin to decline, falling from 9.6 million acres in 1872 to 6.5 million acres by 1913. In human terms, the people in the more remote rural areas of the country were left out of major elements of ‘progress’ – many regions still very much embedded in conservative beliefs, untouched by modernity, as Thomas Hardy shows in Tess of the D’Urbervilles in which the coming of the machines and the new breed of entrepreneurs come head to head with a rural network of communities which had been essentially unchanged in moral and spiritual belief for centuries. Even such an impact as non-conformity had hardly touched fundamental beliefs and traditions around farming families.


But the 1860s was to bring all kinds of oppositions into conflict. One of the fundamental ones was the confrontation of science with the beliefs which had sustained and comforted common people for centuries. At the very heart of this was the medical profession, because the medical man of the community – in whatever capacity – had always been a valued and familiar personage; newcomers may have been well qualified but they were not endowed with that necessary esteem, acting as a general practitioner in all but name. The essential commodity the medical men provided was trust, and outsiders were poorly regarded, as Wilkie Collins illustrates in The Moonstone (1868) referring to a Mr Ezra Jennings: ‘Nobody knew much about him in our parts. He had been engaged by Mr Candy, under rather peculiar circumstances and… we none of us liked or trusted him. There were other doctors at Frizinghall but they were strangers to our house…’ The local medical man could be, until the regulation of the profession by the 1858 Medical Registration Act, a general practitioner whatever their expertise. At that time it was discovered that only one in three of practitioners had any proper formal qualifications.


Across the land, then, in the 1860s, it was common for people with any ailment to consult anyone and everyone – often to save costs – and to stick to traditional cures and locally trusted ‘wise’ or ‘cunning’ folk with their herbs, potions and rituals. The understanding of illness was still so basic, and medical theory still so muddled and contradictory, that in this decade, when the government was streamlining administration of a great empire and regulating life in cities, the story of an illness attained the level of a ‘mystery’ and in a sense perplexed many of the doctors who passed comment.


The focus of the story shifts from the big picture to a hamlet in Wales, not far from Pencader, where the new railway line was about to bring travellers and tourists to South Wales; in fact, by 1869 it would carry them in droves to see a literally ‘wonderful’ sight in a Welsh long house. Wonder means ‘awe’ – something inexplicable and astounding. In 1771, Dr Johnson’s fourth edition of his great dictionary had defined it as ‘to be pleased or surprised so as to be astonished’. The Victorians in this story revelled in astonishment.


For several months in 1869, Sarah Jacob, a little girl from rural Carmarthenshire, gave the world a story that filled the front pages. Britain and its empire were like a machine at full throttle: the Widow of Windsor communicated a heady mix of gravitas and power, and her captains of industry were as zealous as her military leaders in their pursuit of success and wealth. At the very core of this was the total commitment to the dominance of knowledge. A decade earlier, Charles Darwin had shown what applied scientific method and curiosity could achieve, and the medical men were doing the same. Knowledge of the human body, the microcosm reflecting the vast macrocosm in the heavens, was becoming a subject that generated medical expertise. It had become clear just how important knowledge of biology and hygiene were; the British Medical Council had been created. The familiar world of ‘wise men’ and astrologers, quacks and ‘cunning folk’ must have seemed, to the literate and well educated classes opening their copy of The Times over breakfast, virtually medieval, far removed from their certainty that eventually science would conquer all man’s ills.


But then came the story of a twelve-year-old girl in the far reaches of Wales whose condition apparently demolished the comfortable realms of medical confidence daily demonstrated in the professional publications. Knowledge in general, and science in particular, appeared to have an answer to all problems, but here was a peasant girl, apparently living ‘on air’. But then, older folk could recall that there had been ‘fasting girls’ before and the seeds of doubt were sown. Those attitudes of common sense and a natural scepticism were set within the particular context of life and belief in rural Wales at the time. Research into the work and status of the ‘wise man’ or dyn hysbys of the time, such as the Harries family of Cwrt-y-Cadno has shown that it was quite normal for men with legitimate medical qualifications to practice as spiritualists, astrologers and herbalists within the spectrum of fringe medicine and folk cures of the mid Victorian years.


The mystery of fasting is largely a medical one, with its roots in hysteria as it had been understood and treated since the late eighteenth century, mixed with the complex sources of self-starvation. The word ‘anorexy’ had been used in English since Tudor times, and there had long been the notion of anorexia as practised by saintly women in the fasting regimes of Medieval religious life. This adds confusion to the subject, because it was ‘anorexia mirabilis’ and in the ranks of the historians and men of the church, it would be a familiar feature of their reading and studies. It would also be familiar to general readers in an age of massive expansion of popular production of religious tracts and sermons for the young on the lives of saints. The fact that Sir William Gull, physician to the Queen, became an acknowledged expert on cases we would now confidently call anorexia, studying and treating the illness at the very same time that Sarah Jacob was attracting national attention, has to be considered because the contrast is very significant: the famous doctor’s patients received personal attention and a holistic approach to treatment as was possible. Sarah, on the other hand, was totally isolated until the nurses arrived in her last days. But there is also a narrative that has to focus on the lines of medical thought which existed to counteract the view of hysteria as the sole cause of the illness of wilful emaciation.


Then there is the legal element. My account of the story will include an assessment of the reasons why, in the context of manslaughter and the contemporary debate on the reform of homicide law, the case of Reg. v Jacob and Jacob never became a leading case in common law. The reasons have recently been examined by Richard Ireland, in his research into the process of legal action taken at the time of the Jacobs’ prosecution.


Beneath all the legal and medical arguments and theories there remains the fact that the story of Sarah Jacob is, and always will be, one of a Welsh girl in a farming family at Lletherneuadd who attained a position of power within the family dynamic to such an extent that her parents appear, in all records and sources, to have left her alone, separated her from the daily round of work after she first became ill in 1867. She became a focus for ritual, colour, celebration; she was bedecked like a Bride of Christ and allowed to read in both Welsh and English. She wrote poems in Welsh, obviously an aspect of her general high regard for literacy and her love of literature which appears to have given her some consolation. With this in mind, my narrative will always include an awareness that the ‘people story’ will dominate the ‘paper story’ beloved of historians, with their fine respect for archival sources. In other words, it has always been so easy to lose sight of the family life beneath all the media hype of the time. The fact that we know this family life only in fragments, in hints and moments of insight, only adds to the mystery.


Finally, this book develops and suggests a theory: that ostensibly explains the wasting illness Sarah had: I have gathered material which will urge readers to look again, and if I achieve that, then I have succeeded. A theory in an historical work is there to supply a process of reasoning that could solve a riddle – even one of so long ago. The trajectory of Sarah’s illness and the observed manifestations of her physiological symptoms and behaviour relate to the line of thought I suggest: I can say no more than that. I believe that my reasoning is grounded in common sense, with no sensational headlines to compare with the ‘Napoleon died of arsenic in the wallpaper’ kind. Yet, in a strange way, the story tempts one to speculate on reasons and causes, and it is hard to resist some of this discussion.




1


Before the ‘Sensation’


From his brimstone bed at break of day


A walking devil is gone


To look at his little snug farm of the world


And see how his stock went on…


Robert Southey: The Devil’s Walk


The story begins with a place and a way of life. In 1867, Evan and Hannah Jacob worked a farm of around 120 acres in the parish of Llanfihangel-ar-Arth. Their situation was tenant farmers, and their place was large by the standards of the time. The family had a servant, and there were seven children, so labour would be plentiful as time went on. The biting edge of the modern world of change and hard business had not come much into their lives; in 1860 the planned Carmarthen and Cardigan railway was a subject of hot debate, and one writer of the time noted that to the farmers within twenty miles of the line it would be vitally important, mainly because it would reduce the cost of obtaining lime locally by four shillings a ton.


Twenty years earlier, in the time of the infamous Blue Books on education in Wales, when there was a commotion about how the Welsh working classes were ever going to learn more English, one report had described the Jacobs’ village as chaotic in terms of learning: ‘This parish is a most extensive one. The two day schools which I found in it are situated at its two extremities… In this parish the number of Sunday Schools returned exceeds the population considerably… I found no books of attendance registers kept and the statements were taken orally from the superintendents…’. But that did not prevent the Jacob children from reading in both English and Welsh. In 1846 less than a quarter of the parish children were attending a day school. It was the old story – the family were needed on the land.


As to the land itself, in 1880, a Mr Doyle visited Wales to conduct a full survey of farming conditions and work on behalf of the government. His account of the men who ran the small farms differs greatly from what we know of Evan Jacob, as he did very well, paying his £61 a year rent to the landlords, and never seemingly having any trouble in finding the cash. Mr Doyle found that generally in South Wales, ‘The farming is poor, unskilful and slovenly; farm buildings, where they exist at all, are insufficient and makeshift. The quality of the stock reared on these small farms is notoriously inferior…’ He also noted that an informant in Carmarthen had told him that the labourer was better off than the small farmer who paid between £10 and £20, adding that the small farmer tenant lived ‘harder than the inmates of the workhouse.’ That was not Evan Jacob.


The farm at Lletherneuadd was quite different. The heart of their life was in the family home, a traditional Welsh long house, a ty hir, whose basic concept entails the need for man and cattle to exist together under the same roof. There was almost always, as one writer put it in a report, ‘merely a wooden partition between the cow house and the house.’ The general pattern of design and use was that this was a single-storey home, with a hearth in a central position, bedrooms at one end and beasts at the other. A house at Llandeilo, for instance, was 75 feet long, with a pig-sty at one end, cows and feeding area in the centre, and the living and sleeping quarters at the other end. Another Carmarthen long house, at Cwmeilath, had a dairy centrally close to the hearth and living room.


The Jacobs’ place similarly had a cow house at one end and the bedrooms at the other. But the back kitchen and dairy were close together, added on to the main structure at the centre. It was a life of intimacy with nature, in every sense. Evan and Hannah had the resources of their large family to call on, attended the Congregational Chapel, placed high value on learning, and worked long hours, with their long house at the very core of their sensual and very earthy lives, packed tight next to their land and animals. Every day would begin and end with the smells of the food and sweat of their proximity to the beasts they depended on for their livelihood.


It was also removed from the local village: a walk of over a mile was needed to get from Pencader to Lletherneuadd. It was a life that demanded robust health and a sturdy body to cope with the hard and long hours of physical work. The one physical account we have of Evan and Hannah, from their criminal record, tells us that Evan was short (5 feet 6), and was born in 1831. He could read and write only ‘imperfectly’ which will be important later when considering Sarah’s book-learning. There are also official photographs of the pair. Evan’s picture shows a strong, long and bony face: tight-lipped resolve shows in his expression and he communicates a toughness as muscled and determined as a farmer has to be. Hannah, in contrast, is bonneted, looking downwards, her face offering no clue to character or mood.


Illness in rural Wales was something to be shouldered, contained, until it was too burdensome and had to be somehow dealt with. Sometimes, it was a scourge, like the arrival of scarlet fever at the long house in early 1866. The parents knew what it was and so they had no medical costs to worry them. The infection affected the family for a few weeks, after which they all carried on with their normal lives. But those bare facts contain matters of interest here. Scarlet fever has a period of intensity lasting six weeks; it is common where there is overcrowding, and it is a disease which is often carried by milk. The family ‘carried on’ – Sarah was back at school after two weeks. Although the most painful period in the action of the infection is a week or so, there are risks in a condition in which the sufferer has no proper care and attention in the recovery period. The little girl must have felt very ill even as she carried on with normal life, still in the throes of the fever and its aftermath.


From one point of view, a long period of illness for a child was normal, and so was the way of coping. Children in the Victorian countryside had a slightly better chance of surviving serious illness then their urban counterparts, but all children from poor families were open to the contraction of harmful bacteria through elements of their lifestyle: hygiene was not meticulously adhered to and popular treatments (often opium in various forms) might be administered in dangerous dosages. There were also many ‘cures’ practised through ignorance, such as the belief in some counties that eating a mouse would cure whooping cough. As historian Pamela Horn has written, ‘It was only when various home remedies had failed that… the doctor was called upon. To many country children, he was an awe-inspiring figure and one whom they saw but rarely.’


In Sarah’s case, when the scarlet fever struck the family down, all the usual business would be followed: rest, comforting food and plenty of demonstrations of affection and reassurance from parents who had seen it all before, and who had of course, in most cases, experienced the common illnesses themselves as children. But when unknown, persistent and perplexing suffering descended, it was a very different matter.


A year after the scarlet fever, Sarah began to be ill with something far more mysterious and troublesome: the malaise was not familiar to Mam and Dad and a potentially serious problem was upon them. The strange and frightening illness began to show itself in February 1867; Sarah had four days of distressing symptoms, including blood in her mouth and a pain in her stomach. This was worrying enough to send for the doctor, and Henry Davies from Llandysul was called in. What developed then, most noticeably, was the emergence of ‘fits’. These muscular spasms were very disturbing, and Sarah did not eat much at all for the next month. She was very thin and pale by mid-March. Dr Davies was puzzled and could offer no explanation other than to turn to religion and comment ruefully that ‘Dr Mawr’ was the one needed now – God of course, ‘the great doctor in the sky’ as it were.


Other medical men came and were equally defeated by the girl’s condition. One doctor simply said that her brain was inflamed. Treatment included an enema and a placebo pill. But as the year moved through summer to autumn, Sarah ate less and less. Her left leg was virtually paralysed and she still had the ‘fits’ which began to be felt when any food at all was offered. She took only milk and small amounts of dairy-based bwyd llwy or ‘spoon food’ – possibly a version of cawl without the meat. Then, in October, the turning point came: she took no food at all. The ‘fasting girl’ was established.


As the fast went into its first phase, in the winter and spring of 1867-68, what seems most striking now is that the notion of ‘hysteria’ was not expressed. They would (or should) have been familiar with the term, but other ideas about the illness prevailed. The application of ‘hysteria’ as a diagnosis was to come later. The emphasis was all on physiological condition, and as that increasingly presented an enigma to the experts, a religious angle on matters inevitably grew. The feature of most interest is surely Evan and Hannah’s determination to stand back and be obedient to all their daughter’s requests when it came to keeping her comfortable and avoiding extremes of pain and discomfort.


Sarah’s almost daily actions included a ‘fit’, as Evan called it. This was arguably not much more than a shudder of revulsion when food was offered. She also had the stiff leg and as one doctor described, ‘one part of her belly was hard’. What happened was that the spiritual and miraculous took over, and before she was a ‘sensation’ Sarah was at first some kind of ‘wonder.’ The instigator of the first dash of myth and superstition in the reports of the media was the vicar of Llanfihangel-ar-Arth, the Rev. Evan Jones. He saw that a normal little girl who does not eat at all should be emaciated, but there was Sarah, apparently still with flesh, reading and remaining in her bed all day and night, even writing poems and being altogether rather saintly, in a medieval sense. He may or may not have been aware that there was such a thing as anorexia mirabilis, something stretching back several centuries to people such as Catherine of Siena (died in 1380) whose life exemplified the fasting regime of holiness. More familiar may have been the long tradition of hermits and recluses, such as the phenomenon of the anchorhold, in which a hermit resided in a den close by the everyday traffic of people in their working lives, a man who fasted and reminded folk of saintly acts and attitudes. Whatever things Rev. Jones knew about, he decided that there was a ‘wonder’ in his own parish and he wrote to The Welshman to tell them all about Sarah.


His letter contained these sentences: ‘Allow me to invite the attention of your readers to a most extraordinary case. Sarah Jacob, a little girl of twelve years of age… has not partaken of a single grain of any kind of food whatever during the last sixteen months’. Also there was a challenge: ‘Would it not be worth their while for medical men to make an investigation into this strange case?’ If ever a man wanted to stir the rational base of Victorian society then it was the Rev. Jones, and the tone of his letter suggests someone who has had his fill of facts and investigations, Darwinian and geological proofs, and wants to remind his contemporaries that there are such things as wonders. After all, the Romantic generation of poets and thinkers, mountain walkers and freethinkers had insisted that there was a divine working of mystery through nature, one we should accept as a wonder rather than as something to be defined, explained and analysed.


The Rev. Jones must also have noted the abundance of doctors in and around Carmarthen. Twenty years before Sarah’s case, issues related to public health had brought all the medical minds of the region into play. In the decade before Rev. Jones wrote his letter, the area had pointed to the distinction between established surgeons whose qualifications were slightly obscure and uncertain, and the new men, like John Hughes, who had two highly esteemed qualifications. The vicar would have been keenly aware of the most recent generation of doctors, those now treating Sarah, and their greater reliance on more modern ideas than the previous group. The letter to The Welshman had the desired effect. Jones knew Sarah, who was born on 12 May, 1857, and of course he would have seen and spoken to her at Sunday School and other events; it was clear to him that she was intelligent and had an enquiring mind. She read both Welsh and English, and she had a creative, individual streak running through her personality.


But as the story seeped across to other places and was placed before other readers, well beyond Carmarthenshire, it met with folk who had long memories who recalled the infamous cheat Ann Moore, the ‘Fasting Woman of Tutbury’ who, in 1809, refused food and had convulsions like Sarah. Ann had become a sensation in the print media, and she became very rich as she attained the status of a public spectacle, collecting the then huge sum of £400 according to some sources.


Ann Moore’s condition had attracted many medical men, and they all passed their opinions, ranging from consumption to loss of appetite with insanity. Five years after her first supposed self-starvation, there was a decision to study her closely, to ascertain the validity of the case. Her physical state declined severely and she was thought to be near death when she made a declaration: ‘I declare that I have used no deception, and that for six years I have taken nothing but once, the inside of a few blackcurrants, for the last four years and a half, nothing at all.’


Then, in 1813, after one watcher saw the bed wet with urine, it was discovered that Ann had been taking food from her daughter’s lips as they kissed. The deception was exposed, and she was forced to state publicly that she was a fraud. Doctors and other professional men were aware of her name long after the fraud was out, and she was mentioned in popular works of medicine. There is no doubt that, in 1868, when readers across the land began to know Sarah Jacob’s story, they thought of the cheat of Tutbury.
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