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A stirring, highly imaginative, and – for all the fact that it is a novel – a convincing account of the early life of Thomas Wakley – the man who founded The Lancet, and thus paved the way for modern medicine. The battles, the setbacks and the occasional triumphs that led him to that are told with vim and vigour. If this is not quite what actually happened, it captures the spirit that was to instil The Lancet’s early days. A cracking read.
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A meticulously researched and compelling tale, Nick Black brilliantly brings to life the unregulated and fascinating world of early nineteenth century medicine. This book is an enthralling look at a long-neglected medical hero. Such a fascinating story - really loved it. 


Hannah Wunsch, The Autumn Ghost


Thomas Wakley was one of medicine’s most important reformers – needling the pompous, exposing the corrupt, holding the mighty to account. Bare-Knuckle Surgeon animates this remarkable man and situates him in a vibrant medical world on the cusp of revolution. If you value well-researched, lightly worn scholarship or just enjoy a good story, this is for you.
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Nick Black transports us back to Georgian England, where medicine is unregulated and nepotism is rife. He weaves the story of Thomas Wakley’s early years into this patchwork, bringing a very human face to the founder of The Lancet. For the first time, this book recognises his achievement in doing what no other doctor had ever done, initiating reform. I really loved it. It’s extraordinary Wakley isn’t better known.
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“Reformer indeed! Thomas Wakley… was more than a reformer, he was a revolutionary.”


Vic Feather, General Secretary of the Trades Union Congress (1969-73)


“Wakley, …one of the magnificently angry men of his age.” 


A N Wilson, novelist and biographer (2002)


“A champion is someone who gets up when they can’t.”


Jack Dempsey, world heavyweight champion (1919-26)


“It is a bore to study, and if we can but manage the trick of passing at the Hall, we obtain a licence to cut, hack and slay, any, or all of his Majesty’s subjects.”


The Hospital Pupil’s Guide through London (1800)
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Chapter 1


1811 


All he could see were blades of wet grass. He struggled to breathe. Men were shouting and jeering. Then Incledon’s face, inches from his, spittle dripping from his mouth, screaming. 


“Get up. Now. For God’s sake, don’t let the gypsy beat you. On your feet.”


His whole body ached but Thomas managed to haul himself up. The icy water Incledon splashed over his face stopped his head spinning, bringing the crowd into focus. He could sense their anger and hostility. As the referee called time, Incledon turned him round to face his adversary who was leering at him, goading him to fight. Light from the flares at each corner of the makeshift ring made the man’s gold tooth sparkle. The referee retreated and the crowd grew even louder. Thomas took some deep breaths and raised his fists. 


He stepped forward, letting fly a volley of punches. His opponent’s expression had triggered memories of being taunted by his brothers. Until that moment he’d never understood what people meant by fighters becoming possessed but, as he landed punch after punch, he felt himself taken over. His adversary was reeling, looking scared and had resorted to just defending himself. Time after time Thomas floored him until he finally landed the decisive blow. Immediately he knew his opponent wouldn’t recover in the half minute allowed. The crowd pushed the rope aside and poured forward to congratulate him. 


Those who had backed him soon headed into the inn to celebrate their winnings and gloat over those who’d bet on the gypsy. He could hear Incledon claiming it was all down to his coaching. Thomas lowered himself, gingerly, onto a stool, waiting for the last of the crowd to disperse. In the flickering light, the smell of burning pitch filled his nostrils. Looking across the now deserted yard, his opponent was sitting alone on the ground, leaning against an outhouse. He’d even been abandoned by his waterman. Thomas went over and crouched down. The man’s eyes were so swollen Thomas wondered how much he could see. Dark bruises were starting to appear over his bare torso. The man tried smiling but it clearly hurt.


“For a young un, you got a punch on yer.” He pointed a finger at Thomas. “You know what? You can go far.” 


“Will you be all right?” asked Thomas.


“Ah, nothing that won’t fix itself. Don’t you go worrying, lad. Fair fight. Go on… get yourself a drink.”


Thomas hesitated. “I don’t drink.”


The man tried to laugh. “Is that so, then? That’s a first.” 


Thomas was about to ask him how he’d get to his bed when the man’s head slumped down onto his chest and his eyes closed. A gust of wind made Thomas shiver and he felt the first drops of rain on his bare back. He slowly stood up and went and retrieved his coat. As he was pulling it on, Incledon appeared. 


“Wakley. What a fight. Come on, everyone wants to see you.”


Thomas had lived in Incledon’s house for over a year but had never before realised how much the man looked like a terrier. Short and wiry, his deep-set eyes framed by dark hair, wet and bedraggled.


“No. Enough. I’m exhausted.” 


Incledon was taken aback, not used to being refused by his young apprentice. 


“But they paid for the purse. You’ve got to.”


“They’ve had what they wanted.” 


As Thomas was walking away, he stopped and pointed to his defeated opponent slumped on the ground. 


“Reckon he could do with a drink, though.” 


Incledon sneered and turned away. 


* 


 

The grand sounding Chemical & Medical Hall was just a small shop, tucked in between a bakery and an ironmonger in the middle of Taunton. On arriving the previous year, Thomas had been puzzled by the lack of a workshop. How could Incledon be an apothecary? On the first night, when he’d asked, the man he was to be apprenticed to for five years had just smirked.


“Proprietary medicines. Jewels, my boy. Gold nuggets. Hallam’s Anti-bilious pills, Cornwell’s Oriental Cordial, Wessell’s Jesuit Drops. No-one else in Taunton is allowed to sell ‘em.”


Pausing only to knock back more whisky, there was a glint in his eye, clearly proud of what he was doing. 


“I tell you, Wakley, it’s the future. People can rely on what they’re getting. Same every time. Not like these damn apothecaries, compounding their own medicines… you don’t know what you’re getting.”


Thomas had said nothing, needing time to decide what to do. Incledon’s advertisement clearly stated he was an apothecary and druggist but Thomas could see all he’d learn would be how to sell drugs, not the doctoring skills of an apothecary – diagnosing complaints, deciding on treatments, making up medicines. He was stuck. He couldn’t look to his father for more help, as when he’d first announced he wanted to be a surgeon, his father had scoffed at the idea. Told him he should get a proper trade or maybe military service. But having been persuaded by his older sister, Anne, to pay for this apprenticeship, Thomas couldn’t possibly abandon it. Incledon would never return the fee his father had paid.


As long as his indenture document at the end of his five years stated he’d completed an apprenticeship with an apothecary, even if it wasn’t true, it would allow him to enrol as a medical pupil in London and go on to fulfil his dream of becoming a surgeon.


Thomas soon discovered another part of Incledon’s advertisement also wasn’t true. It had said the apprentice would be treated as a member of the family. But there was no family, only a kitchen maid. 


 

“Just the way newspapers like to phrase things,” Incledon had said when Thomas questioned him.


Thomas doubted that was true but as he liked his own company, he didn’t mind. Being alone meant there was little to distract him from his other ambition, to build himself up physically. After all he’d endured at home, at school, and his time at sea, he was determined to be able to defend himself. So, every evening he exercised in the small back yard, building up his stamina and strength. The speed with which his muscles had developed had delighted him, a change not lost on Incledon.


“Big lad like you. Should try bare-knuckle fighting,” Incledon had said after Thomas had been there some months. “A fine sport. Bet you can handle yourself in a fight. You’ve got the height, the reach and, if you don’t mind me saying, the looks. Punters like a good-looking boy – your long golden locks, blue eyes.”


Thomas had been taken aback. He had no desire to fight. He was just determined never to be bullied or intimated again. 


“Sport of Kings’!” Incledon had said. “Your aristocracy and nobility indulge. You could end up fighting a lord or duke!” He’d smiled obsequiously. “Make a pretty penny to boot.”


It was the prospect of no longer being dependent on his father for money that persuaded him to give it a go. And after watching some bouts in the back courtyards of pubs, he reckoned he would do all right. He could see how fighters were often so drunk they could be outwitted. Although he lost the first few fights, always withdrawing to avoid being seriously hurt, he persevered. Now, after a year, he went into the ring expecting to win. It was something he’d discovered. However big or strong an adversary might look, you had to believe you’d win.


The morning after his fight with the gypsy, his whole trunk ached from the pummelling it had taken and the bruises on his face had swelled up, partly occluding his left eye. Fortunately, he’d suffered no cuts so hadn’t needed stitches. 


“God, you’re a sight,” said Incledon, when Thomas appeared for breakfast. “Best the customers don’t see you. Not a great advertisement for me. I’ll give you some Godfrey’s.” Smirking, he added, “Won’t charge you.”


The maid reappeared with a pot of coffee. As she collected up the dirty plates, Thomas asked Incledon for his winnings. 


Incledon pulled some bills from his waistcoat pocket. “Here. Two pounds.”


Thomas noticed the maid pause for a second, narrowing her eyes. He took the money and sat turning it over in his hands. 


“Was that all? There were so many there, I’d imagined the purse would have been bigger.”


“No. Mean lot that crowd at The George. Four pounds. Half for you, half for me, like we agreed.”


Thomas saw the maid glance at him before leaving. Incledon tipped some snuff into his hand and, sniffing it, emitted a satisfied sigh as he breathed out.


“Don’t know what I’d do without this,” he said, offering Thomas the snuffbox. “Still sure you won’t indulge?” 


Thomas shook his head. As for the fight purse, he needed time to decide what to do.


*


Every morning there’d be a trickle of customers, most wanting more of what they’d bought before. Sometimes Incledon tried tempting them to try some new concoction his suppliers had sent from London. 


“Thing to do,” he told Thomas, “is tell them the new products are being used by the most fashionable members of society in the capital.”


What galled Thomas most was Incledon’s contempt for his customers. He’d turn on the charm, convincing them he understood and sympathised, but once they’d gone, he ridiculed them. 


Once it was clear to Thomas he’d learn nothing from Incledon, he’d taken to studying the labels on the products to see what he could teach himself.


 

“What do you want to do that for?” Incledon had asked when he found Thomas making notes.


“So I know what’s in them and why they work. Some customers ask.”


“You don’t want to be bothering them. Just tell them it’ll work.”


“But when people ask what medicine they should take, I need to know.”


“You know, Wakley, you’re going to have to learn to fit in if you want to succeed.” 


Gradually, over time, Thomas had worked out which medicines were best for each of the commonest conditions people complained about. That very morning he’d been able to advise a man complaining of indigestion and flatulence to take a medicine that dislodged acrid bile. 


*


“Just realised why I recognise you,” the man said as he was about to leave the shop.


Clutching his bottle of Daffy’s Elixir, he came back over to the counter. “You beat that huge gypsy fellow. Wouldn’t put myself through that for ten pounds.”


“Ten pounds?” Thomas blurted out. “I’m sorry, sir. Didn’t mean to be rude. But I thought you said ten pounds.”


The man looked puzzled. “I did. Have to say, you deserved every penny of it.”


As he’d suspected, Incledon had lied. For the rest of the day Thomas wrestled with what he should do. If he confronted his master he risked being dismissed and losing all hope of becoming a surgeon. To give himself time he started turning down fights by feigning injuries. Initially he enjoyed the power and control this gave him, gaining satisfaction from Incledon becoming angry but unable to do anything. 


After a few weeks of refusing to fight, Thomas was missing pitting his wits, strength, and stamina against other men. He’d come to love the thrill of winning, the adulation of the crowd, a feeling unlike anything he’d ever experienced. To be the centre of attention, even if it was only for a few minutes, was glorious. He’d developed a range of different stratagems – when to hold back and tire an opponent, how to duck under punches, ways to control his breathing and ensure he could outlast his opponent. The key, he’d discovered, was to think, to be clever. Keen to resume, he decided to confront Incledon about the winnings.


He waited until the end of dinner one evening when Incledon had had plenty to drink. He’d decided to start by winding him up just to annoy him.


“A woman from The Crescent wanted more Dalby’s Carminative for her child,” Thomas said, reporting on the day’s customers. 


“Ah! Dalby’s. Turns us a nice profit,” chuckled Incledon.


“She’d run out and couldn’t afford anymore. Told me that without it, her child got a fever, was shaking and not eating. Never wants to run out again.”


“Stupid woman,” he scoffed. “Told her she mustn’t stop giving it.”


“She wanted to know what was in it.”


“Who knows?” laughed Incledon. “Doesn’t matter, does it? That’ll have taught her a lesson.”


Thomas waited till the maid had left the room. 


“A gentleman who saw me fight at The George a few weeks ago said the purse had been ten pounds.”


Incledon looked up from his plate, sat back and sniffed. 


“What are you suggesting? Do you think I cheated you, is that it?” He refilled his glass. “Yeh, it was ten pounds but I had to pay the inn and to keep the law away. All costs money. Only leaves four for us.”


“This gentleman said the purse is meant entirely for the winner.”


Incledon narrowed his eyes, his cheeks getting redder as he breathed deeply. It reminded Thomas of a bull about a charge.


“I know I agreed to getting only half,” continued Thomas, “but it doesn’t seem fair. I’m the one fighting.”


“Fair? Fair? What do you know about fair?” Incledon shouted as he rose from his seat and stood, looking down at Thomas. “Some of us had to struggle, pull ourselves up without any help. There’s you, son of a rich farmer. Never known what it is to go without food. Sent to grammar school. And you tell me it’s not fair.”


He walked over to the fireplace and took his snuffbox off the mantelpiece. Having filled his nostrils, he came and sat down again, his outstretched hands flat on the table. 


“My father were a carpenter, small village in Devon. If he had no work, we didn’t eat. As for going to grammar school, no chance. Somehow he bought me an apprenticeship with a Mr Weeks, a druggist in Barnstaple. He were a good man but there just wasn’t much trade. Not many down there could afford fancy medicines. Couldn’t compete with herbalists. When my time were up, made my way to London, doing odd jobs along the way. Even harder to survive there.”


As he talked, Thomas was relieved Incledon had calmed down. 


“But your advertisement said you’d been apprenticed to an eminent practitioner.” 


Incledon was toying with the knife lying on the table.


“Come on. Grow up. That’s just newspapers exaggerating. Helps their circulation.”


“So, it’s not true?”


“Who’s to say? I went to lectures in the hospitals. Worked out that if I went in after they’d started, didn’t have to pay.” 


“What I don’t understand then,” asked Thomas, “is how you set up the shop.”


“Questions, questions. You never stop, do you?”


Incledon sat forward, still playing with the knife.


“London wasn’t a complete waste of time. It’s where I came up with my plan to sell proprietary medicines. Sought out the manufacturers and offered to sell their wares. Pretended I already had a shop here in Taunton. That there was a huge market waiting to be satisfied. Did deals with lots of them. Had to make them good offers. Once I had enough, I headed here and set up.”


 

Thomas couldn’t stop himself admiring the man’s ingenuity. Incledon drained his glass and sat back. Bleary-eyed, he stared at Thomas.


“I’ll level with you. I offered them manufacturers too generous a deal. So, need to find other ways to make money.”


Thomas narrowed his eyes. “Like getting me to fight. That’s what this has all been about, isn’t it?” 


They sat in silence. Incledon refilled his glass, staring into it as he swilled the wine around. Eventually he looked up at Thomas.


“All right. Half the purse.”


In the course of his short life Thomas had seen bad men do unforgiveable things. He didn’t think Incledon was bad; just foolish and struggling to make a life for himself. But what he couldn’t forgive was the way his father had been deceived, hoodwinked into paying for a bogus apprenticeship. He could feel his heart racing as he took a deep breath. 


“The whole purse. Otherwise, I won’t fight.”


That night, lying in bed, he couldn’t sleep. He kept replaying the conversation, amazed he’d had the courage to stand up for himself. It had been as exhilarating as landing a final blow in a fight. What had surprised him was how Incledon had acquiesced, as if he’d known he’d met his match.  


*


With the start of spring, Thomas hired a horse one Saturday and rode to Land Farm. It had been over a year since he left home. His mother made such a fuss, wanting to know all about his life in Taunton. His father spent most of the weekend in the stables, trying to decide on his mount for the Easter hunt. He barely spoke to Thomas, which was a relief as he’d feared being questioned about Incledon. 


After church on Sunday morning, Thomas and his sister, Anne, decided to walk the two miles back to the farm rather than go in the family’s carriage. As a child, Anne had always taken his side when his brothers picked on him. It was only now, at sixteen, he’d come to realise how much he owed her. She’d been like a mother to him, teaching him to read and always ready to listen and protect him. 


After climbing the hill out of Membury, they stopped and leant on a gate, looking across the Yarty valley. The Blackdown Hills were dotted with cattle and sheep. 


“It’s so calm here,” mused Thomas. “How life is meant to be. And the air. Taunton always smells of coal fires.”


Anne laughed. “I always suspected beneath that serious face lurked a romantic.”


He smiled. Thomas felt so at ease with Anne. He told her about Incledon’s dishonesty and how he wasn’t an apothecary.


“I don’t know what to do,” ended Thomas, staring out across the fields. “I so want to be a surgeon, so I’ve got to complete my indenture with him.”


She put her hand on his shoulder, rubbing it slowly. “Knowing you, you’ve told him what you think of him.” 


He frowned. “Well, I can’t bear seeing him hoodwink customers. The other day I served a woman who’d been buying a medicine for ages but I could see she couldn’t afford it and it wasn’t doing her any good. When I suggested she stop, Incledon accused me of undermining him, wanting to ruin his business and worse. I wasn’t going to let him speak to me like that when I’d done nothing wrong.”


“Ah, same old Thomas,” she said, shaking her head. “Never could stay quiet when you believed you were right.”


“But I was right.”


She took his hands in hers. “Must be hard being you. And even harder for others.”


“It’s like being held captive. I’m stuck there for another four years.”


She let go of his hands. “I’m sorry. When I told Papa about the apprenticeship, I thought it was perfect for you. Let you pursue your dream.”


“No. You weren’t to know he was a scoundrel. And I won’t let it stop me becoming a surgeon.”


 

As he held out a bunch of grass, some of the bolder lambs approached but their mothers came and nudged them away. 


Anne pushed a lock of her hair back behind her ear. “I wish I knew what’s best to do but something tells me you’ll work out a way. Come on, they’ll be wondering where we’ve got to.”


Walking along they pointed out flowers to each other, naming them. “You taught me those,” said Thomas. “Made me learn the Latin names.” 


She laughed. “Only Latin I knew. Not like you now.” 


“You must promise not to tell Papa about Incledon. You know what he’s like. Chances are he’d go and horsewhip him!”


*


Thomas spent hours thinking of how he might escape and still pursue his dream. The best he came up with was to irritate Incledon so much he’d want Thomas to leave. As Incledon wouldn’t or couldn’t afford to return the apprenticeship fee his father had paid, Thomas would only agree to go if Incledon signed his indenture document certifying he’d completed his apprenticeship.


An opportunity to aggravate Incledon soon presented itself when an elderly doctor visited the shop.


“Strangest thing,” said Thomas over dinner that evening. “A doctor came in this morning.”


Incledon grunted and carried on eating.


Thomas, watching him closely, continued. “Works in East Street. Explained how he was both an apothecary and did some simple surgery. Described himself as a general practitioner.”


“That’ll be old Braithwaite. What did he want?”


“Interested in seeing what we’re selling, though he called it ‘peddling’.”


That had the intended effect. Incledon stopped eating. 


“These damn doctors. All the same. General practitioners, surgeons, physicians. They look down on us. You know why? It annoys them that people come to us for treatment.”


 

“He was quite friendly,” said Thomas, ignoring Incledon. “Wanted to know what was in some of the cordials but I explained the makers kept that secret, else people would copy.”


“That must have pleased him,” scoffed Incledon.


“He asked if we’d be going to the Medical Society meeting on Thursday. Apparently, they meet twice a year – spring and autumn. All the doctors are there.” 


“Ha. Like hell we would. He sounds like a troublemaker. Have nothing to do with him.” He leant forward, waggling his knife at Thomas. “Doctors like Braithwaite think they’re so superior. You know why they sneer at us?”


Thomas shook his head, encouraging Incledon to go on.


“’Cos the real surgeons look down on them. Worst of all are the physicians who think going to university and speaking Latin makes them the best doctors. Ha!”


Incledon put down his knife, pushed his plate away and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.


Thomas finished eating and sat back. “Well, I’m going. Might be interesting.”


Incledon, red in the face and sweating, got up and fetched his snuffbox. 


“You know, Wakley, you can be so damn obstinate. You spend your whole time buried in a book or making notes on God knows what. If you go on doing what you want, no-one will employ you. Not everyone is as easy going as me.”


He spilt snuff on his jacket sleeve as he snorted some up each nostril. 


“Probably won’t be able to make any sense of it. Don’t be surprised if they ignore you.”


*


The Taunton Medical Society met upstairs in the Black Horse Inn. There were twenty or so there when Thomas arrived. One or two glanced over but most ignored him. He wondered if any of them would recognise him from his fights. He felt awkward and out of place, just as Incledon had predicted. He could see Braithwaite on the far side of the room talking to two other elderly men. He didn’t dare go over so started looking at the pictures on the wall near him. Mostly hunting scenes.


“Wakley.”


He turned to see Braithwaite.


“Glad you came. Think you’ll find it interesting. Woodforde’s speaking about dyspepsia. You know him?”


“No,” said Thomas. “I don’t know any of the doctors.”


“Really? Well, we need to put that right.” He took a sip from the glass he was holding. “You know, you’re a puzzle, Wakley. Don’t take you for a druggist.”


Without hesitating he said, “I want to be a surgeon.” 


As he heard himself, he couldn’t quite believe he’d said it. And to a stranger. Maybe that was what had emboldened him.


Before Braithwaite could speak, there was the sound of a gavel and a call for everyone to be seated. Thomas found it hard to concentrate during the talk, so lost was he in wondering what possessed him to tell Braithwaite. Then it dawned on him. By telling a doctor, he had in some way crossed over into their world. By doing so, he’d signalled to the medical profession his intention.


*


The following morning Thomas said nothing about the Medical Society, knowing Incledon would be desperate to know but pride would stop him asking. It was only when Thomas was leaving the breakfast table that Incledon cracked.


“Any of it make sense?” he asked, fiddling with his snuffbox.


Thomas stood looking down at him. 


“Some of it.” He paused. “Had never realised how many doctors there are around here.” 


Incledon scoffed but said nothing. Delighted by the effect he’d had, Thomas turned and left.


They spoke little in the shop that morning. Around midday, a fine carriage pulled up outside and an elderly man was helped out. Not like their usual customers. Incledon was at his most obsequious, feigning concern about the man’s condition. 


 

“Dr Francis, my physician, recommended this,” he said, handing Incledon a piece of paper. 


“Ah, yes,” said Incledon. “One moment. Let me see if we have it.”


With that he headed into the back room, telling Thomas to come, too.


“What does it say?” asked Incledon in a hushed voice, passing him the prescription.


It was in Latin. In two years, Thomas hadn’t noticed Incledon couldn’t read Latin. It dawned on him that was why he’d sought an apprentice with a classical education. 


“You deal with him,” said Incledon, ushering Thomas back out to the shop.


“Mr Wakley here will be able to assist you, sir,” said Incledon, before disappearing back into the office.


Thomas read the prescription. “Dr Francis wants you to take a water tablet.” 


Looking along the shelves behind him, he selected a box. 


“Guy’s Hospital Pills. Very good at clearing fluid from the body.”


“Good, good. Give me enough for a week. If they work, I’ll be back for more.”


As soon as the man had left, Incledon reappeared, beaming with delight, slapping Thomas on the back. 


“That, Wakley, is just the sort of customer we need. Sort of man who’ll tell his wealthy friends about us.”


1812


As the months went by, his sense of being trapped, unable to escape, built up. He learnt that whenever he found himself clenching his fists and raging inside, time in the backyard exercising vigorously and lifting weights would calm him down. Afterwards, sitting panting and sweating, he racked his brains for new ideas, ways of achieving his goal that had eluded him so far. But he could think of nothing.


 

Meanwhile, he knew that if he succeeded in engineering his escape, he’d need more money than he’d saved so far. That meant more fights, ideally against richer, more upper-class men. Fighting local labourers and tradesmen was all very well, but the son of some aristocrat, out to show off to his friends, would attract a much bigger purse and attract a bigger crowd. As for Incledon, Thomas didn’t need him, as a few pence was enough to get himself a waterman. He was well enough known locally to attract an opponent if he just let a few pub landlords know of his interest. And a bonus of setting up a fight without Incledon was it would annoy him further.


By the time of the Medical Society’s spring meeting, Thomas was starting to question whether provoking Incledon would prove sufficient to bring things to a head. His low spirits were immediately lifted by Braithwaite’s wholehearted welcome.


“Wakley. Good to see you. Want you to meet this young man. New apothecary at the hospital. Just completed his studies in London.” 


A tall, wiry man with ginger hair, not much older than Thomas, bowed his head.


“Rodspear. I hear you’ve got your heart set on surgery.”


As they moved to take their seats, Rodspear took his arm. “Come and see me. Maybe I can help.”


Thomas wasted no time in taking up Rodspear’s invitation. A few days later, standing outside the new four-storey building in East Reach, he read the words emblazoned on the grand façade. Taunton & Somerset Hospital. Supported by Free Contributions. He doubted his father had contributed. Devout churchgoer though he was, he didn’t agree with charity. One of his favourite sayings was, “people should stand on their own two feet”. 


Steps led up to a grand portico over the main entrance. Inside, in the marble hallway, a beadle asked him his business. 


“Workshop in the basement at the rear,” he said, directing Thomas to a flight of stairs.


Rodspear, who was busy compounding, looked up and smiled.


 

“Wakley. Come on in.”


He put down the large pestle and wiped his hands on a cloth hanging from his apron. 


Thomas gazed around the room. Shelves of pots lined the walls. Three large stone mortars sat on the bench in the centre, and in the far corner was a stove under a metal hood. 


“Looks chaotic but it’s not,” Rodspear laughed. “I know where everything is, just as long as no-one comes and helps themselves. So, what do you want to know?”


Thomas was captivated listening to Rodspear’s accounts of being a medical pupil in London, of the lectures he’d attended, the anatomy demonstrations, the operations.


“Happy to help a fellow traveller,” said Rodspear. “Now, you picked a good day to visit. Mr Liddon’s amputating a leg at noon. I can get you in to watch if you think you can handle it.”


They made their way upstairs. A dozen men surrounded the table on which the patient lay. Above, a skylight augmented the light from the large north-facing window at the foot of the table. Liddon and his two assistants had donned aprons, blood-stained from previous procedures. 


Although barely conscious, the patient managed one more brandy before Liddon got to work. Without hesitating, Liddon made a sweeping incision down and then over the front of the man’s thigh. The assistants then raised his leg so he could complete the cut round the back. They clutched the incised flesh with towels to control the bleeding, but with only limited success. Meanwhile, Liddon was cutting through the underlying muscle to expose the bone. Without having to ask, he was handed a saw and set about sawing through it. The rasping sound was mixed with cries from the patient, now roused from his slumbers. The bone was bleeding so much, Liddon couldn’t have seen much, relying instead on feel. It took no more than a minute before an assistant carried the severed limb away, placing it in a waiting bucket. Liddon rapidly wrapped a flap of skin over the exposed stump, securing it with several stitches. As he stood back and wiped sweat from his brow, his assistants wrapped the stump tightly to prevent further bleeding. Four-and-a-half minutes. 


“That was so impressive,” said Thomas, when they got back to the workshop. 


As Rodspear perched on a stool, Thomas paced around, too excited to settle. 


“The confidence with which he did it, never pausing, knowing exactly what he was doing.”


Rodspear chuckled. “Liddon’s one of the best. I’ve seen surgeons take half an hour or more!”


“Half an hour? How do patients cope? Even that man today, from his cries and struggling, was in agony as Liddon was sawing the bone.”


“Indeed, but he must have known he had little choice. The gangrene in his leg would have killed him soon if Liddon hadn’t operated. Five minutes pain, or death. Not a difficult decision.”


Thomas stood thinking. 


“What’s the matter? Suddenly not so keen on being a surgeon?”


“No, not at all. I was just wondering how Liddon managed to ignore the distress he was causing, to concentrate. He must have to cut himself off, not hear the cries.”


“Never really thought about it but I suppose you’re right.” Rodspear stood up. “Right, I must get on. Tell you what, if you want, I’ll let you know whenever there’s a capital operation.”


“Would you? I’d love that.” 


*


From then on Thomas spent as much time as possible at the hospital. He loved the theatricality of operations. The audience’s anticipation beforehand, wondering how straightforward it would be, how long it would take, how the patient would cope. And at the centre, the surgeon. The way everyone fell silent as he took up his instruments. Then, as he cut, people whispering to their neighbours, pointing things out while the surgeon, unaware of those watching, remained absorbed in his task, a picture of calm concentration. What he’d give to do that. To feel the adulation, to be held in awe. To be a hero.


With the end of summer, Incledon announced he’d be visiting patients in Devon and so would be away overnight. He’d done this the two previous years, always returning with several game birds, said to be presents from grateful customers. Thomas would hear him instructing the maid to take most of them to the poultryman and ensure she got a good price.


Then, in early October, he returned from a trip empty-handed. He said nothing but was agitated, walking around the house, slamming doors and shouting at the maid. At dinner, Thomas enquired if everything was all right but Incledon just grunted and dismissed the inquiry with a wave of his hand. 


All became clear the following week when The Taunton Courier reported he’d been charged with poaching. Thomas read the report several times. Caught shooting pheasants in Nettlecombe by a tithingman. 


Thomas felt so stupid. It was like his failure to realise Incledon didn’t read Latin. How had he not seen what had been going on. Gifts from grateful patients! He was angry with himself for being so gullible. It was just another way Incledon had been making money. It was at times like this Thomas was glad his father was dependent on Anne reading the paper to him. He could trust her not to read that particular item to him.


Thomas chose to say nothing, as did Incledon for four days.


“You don’t want to believe all you read in the paper,” Incledon suddenly said at dinner. “Just a misunderstanding. Went for a walk after seeing patients and met an old friend who was out shooting. Didn’t occur to me he was poaching.”


Thomas was barely listening, having suddenly realised that Incledon’s arrest could pave the way for his escape. If Incledon was found guilty, surely he couldn’t carry on as master to an apprentice? It took all Thomas’s self-control to conceal his excitement.


 

“Damnable business,” said Incledon. “There’s to be a hearing at the Hare & Hounds in Nettlecombe. Magistrate should have better things to do. Plenty of reprobates out there need catching.”


Despite the hope that Incledon’s demise offered Thomas, he felt sorry for him. To see anyone brought low saddened him. Though nothing had yet been proved, there were fewer customers and those who did come were less friendly. Incledon stayed upstairs, drinking. When he did appear, it looked as though he hadn’t shaved in days.


The following week when he returned from the hearing in Nettlecombe, he was pale and dejected. He slumped down in an armchair in the parlour, clutching a glass of whisky, staring into the fire.


“Didn’t stand a bloody chance.” 


Thomas knew there was no point in saying anything.


“Luxton. Supposed to be a man of the cloth. Not an ounce of Christian mercy.” He drained his glass. “It were a joke. Can you believe it? Magistrate’s the parish council clerk, for God’s sake. And who is the parish beholden to? That man Wyndham on whose estate they claimed we were poaching. Well, I may be naïve, but he’s hardly going to displease his rich master, is he? Always the same. Maybe those French had the right idea after all. Off with their heads!”


Although Thomas knew he didn’t mean it, he was still shocked that Incledon would say that. He’d read of people being imprisoned or transported for siding with the French.


Incledon sat forward, reached for the decanter and refilled his glass. He waved the decanter at Thomas. “What’s wrong with you? Can’t take a drink?”


He slumped back in his armchair and was quiet for so long Thomas thought he’d fallen asleep, until he muttered, “Fined me five pounds.” 


As he looked up, his eyes were watering. “It’s not the money.” 


 

He looked at Thomas imploringly. “It’s my good name – been besmirched. And I was to be wed.”


*


Incledon rarely spoke to him over the following few weeks. He was so withdrawn, the maid started asking Thomas about what she should cook. Thomas was convinced it was only a matter of time before he could get what he wanted and leave but wasn’t sure how to make it happen.


Dinners had become even more desultory. Incledon showed no interest in hearing about the customers, waving away Thomas’s attempts to tell him. Then, one evening, to Thomas’s surprise, Incledon put down his fork and looked across the table.


“Wakley. Need to let you know. We’ll be joined soon by my wife.”


Startled, Thomas was lost for words. He’d dismissed Incledon lamenting the consequences of his conviction for his chances of marrying as drunken nonsense.


“Well, what have you got to say?” asked Incledon.


“Sorry. Congratulations. It’s just, you’ve taken me by surprise. Is she someone in the town?”


“No. Lives over in Martock. Ann, Ann Hamlyn. Father was a soap boiler, but he’s been dead these past four years.”


If this was just Incledon’s latest attempt to acquire money, it didn’t sound like it would prove fruitful. Thomas wondered how well she knew him. Did she know about the poaching? Maybe she wouldn’t care. 


* 


With Ann’s arrival, Incledon was even less inclined to talk at dinner than he had been in the past. Ann rarely smiled, seemingly anxious not to annoy her husband. Thomas felt sorry for her. When he asked her about Martock and her family, Ann would look nervously at Incledon and say little. It all made Thomas even more determined to get away. He dreaded the prospect of staying there for another Christmas.


 

With a week to go before the holiday, a man wearing dark, sombre clothing and top hat came into the shop. As was now usual, Thomas was there alone.


“Good morning, sir,” said Thomas.


The man just nodded, placed his case on the counter and took out a wallet of papers from which he selected a page. 


“Incledon here?”


“He’s out, I’m afraid,” said Thomas.


“Give him this,” he said, handing Thomas the sheet of paper. “Tell him it’s no good him ignoring it like the letters we’ve sent. Payment by the end of the month or we claim what is ours.”


Glancing down, Thomas saw it was from Shaw & Edwards, one of their suppliers. The man looked around the shop, even poking his head into the storeroom, then left without saying anything more.


As soon as Incledon returned, Thomas handed him the letter and passed on the message.


“Oh, that old rogue,” he said, tossing the paper onto his desk. “Always making life difficult for us. Doesn’t realise how things work down here in the provinces. Londoners… always been the same.”


“What will you do?” asked Thomas.


“Same as usual. Pay him something to keep him quiet until next time.”


After a pause he added, “And, Wakley, not a word to Ann. Do you understand? Don’t want her worrying over nothing.”


Over the following days, other London suppliers called in, demanding payments. After each visit, Incledon tried to dismiss it as a minor inconvenience, that he had everything in hand. But Thomas knew this wasn’t true. Sales had dried up; the business was dying. He tried not to get too excited but at last he could envisage getting away. 


Incledon looked sallow and said little. When he stood up, he was bent over as though trying to hide. Even his anger about the unfairness of the world ceased. 


 

Then, on Christmas Eve, two men appeared and announced they were closing the shop and seizing all the contents. Incledon was made to hand over the key. Like a shattered fighter, he offered no resistance. He and Thomas went upstairs where they found Ann seated at the table, clutching a handkerchief and dabbing her eyes.


“That’s it, Wakley,” he said, staring out of the window, unable to look at Thomas. “You’ll have to go. Nothing for you here now.”


“Then I want half of my father’s payment returned.”


Incledon just stared at the floor and said nothing. Just when Thomas wondered if he’d heard, he looked up.


“Haven’t a penny to my name. Those men took everything.”


Having rehearsed this scene so many times, Thomas was prepared.


“In that case, my indenture document showing I’ve completed my apprenticeship.”


Incledon managed a slight smile. “My own fault, turning you into a fighter.” 


“No,” said Thomas. “You encouraged me, but I’ve always been a fighter.”


Incledon pushed himself up out if his chair and shuffled over to a small corner cupboard.


“Here you are,” he said, returning with the document.


“You’d already signed it? You knew?”


Incledon wearily sat back down but said nothing.


Upstairs, Thomas packed his few possessions. As he left the house, the two men were loading boxes from the shop and storeroom into a cart. He turned south and set out. The walk home to Membury would give him time to work out what he’d tell his father. He felt the paper in his inside pocket. Only he knew that it had been two-and-a-half years with a druggist, not an apothecary, who’d taught him nothing.


		

	

		

 

Chapter 2


1813


“If a man doesn’t work on the land, he loses his bearings,” Henry Wakley pronounced, sitting back in his chair at the end of the long dining table, staring into the distance.


Winter sunshine, boosted by the snow-covered ground outside, streamed through the stone mullioned windows into the oak-panelled room. Thomas had just finished telling his father what had gone on in Taunton and why he’d returned to the farm halfway through his apprenticeship. 


Henry shook his head and sighed. “The man’s clearly a scoundrel. Good mind to go and demand my money back.” He loosened his neckerchief and looked at Thomas. “You say he’ll be in Martock by now?”


“That’s what he said. And he’s bankrupt, so couldn’t pay you.”


His father grunted his disapproval. Thomas, unsure what to say, sat looking down at his hands, clasped together on his lap. The smell of cooking drifted in from the kitchen. 


Having filled his pipe, his father walked over to the fire and bent down to light a taper. He returned to his seat amid clouds of smoke. Clean-shaven, he still had a fine head of hair, although the earlier blond locks had turned grey. He seemed even more distant than Thomas had found him when a child. 


“So, what’s to become of you?” he asked. “Everything you try, you come back telling me it wasn’t for you. First, it’s not wanting a life at sea, now this. You can’t keep giving up, you know.”


Thomas closed his eyes for a moment. That was so unfair. It took all his determination not to retaliate and defend himself. But he knew it would be pointless. 


“Well, there’s the army. They’re recruiting. Expecting to be sent to France to put an end to Napoleon. Pay’s not bad… you could do worse.”


 

Thomas had to stall. He needed time to work out how he could make best use of the next two-and-a-half years. No London hospital would admit him as a pupil until he’d been registered as an apprentice for five years. 


“Would do you good,” continued his father. “Teach you to obey orders. Put a stop to you thinking you know best. Question your officer and you’d find yourself in trouble.”


“I’ll think about it,” said Thomas, though he had no intention of doing so. “While I’m here, I could help with the lambing.”


“You may as well. Earn your keep.” 


Thomas was relieved to see him smile. “Go on then. And I don’t want any trouble with your brothers.” As Thomas got up, his father looked him up and down. “Mind you, looking at you, they’d be daft to try taking you on now. Not like when you were younger. You were such a wisp of a boy.”


Thomas narrowed his eyes. “Well, that was a fair few years ago.”


“Hmm. Don’t know what you’ve been up to, but it’s turned you into a man.” 


*


With snow still thick on the ground and lambing several weeks away, there was little for him to do. During the short daylight hours, he often went walking. If he set off early, he could make it over to the River Otter and back. Out on the Blackdown Hills it was bitterly cold. The only sound was his footsteps, crunching the snow as he picked his way through the woods. Standing on the bank of the Otter, ducks slipped and slid on the frozen backwaters. Eating a sandwich – his favourite, tongue and mustard – he tore off some crust and scattered it on the bank. With the low sun shining through the lifeless, skeletal trees, his time with Incledon already seemed so distant. 


 

Every evening, his brothers would ride to the King’s Arms in Stockland. They didn’t bother inviting him, knowing he rarely drank. Later, lying in bed, he’d hear them return, the younger ones singing and shouting despite the best attempts of his oldest brother, Charles, to stop them. Although now grown men, they hadn’t changed. He couldn’t understand how they were content just working on the farm and, in the evenings, drinking. Maybe he would have been the same if his father hadn’t sent him to grammar school. He’d never understood why he’d been the only one to go but would be eternally grateful he had been.


Thomas preferred to spend his evenings in the parlour, reading. He’d bought some history, science, and medical books in Taunton, knowing the only books in the house were romances – much loved by his sisters but of no interest to him. He couldn’t see the point of novels. 


It was difficult concentrating with Anne reading the newspaper out loud to their father. As a child, he’d just accepted that, like lots of men, his father couldn’t read. It was only now that it occurred to him how much his father’s success in becoming one of the biggest landowners in the county and running a stud farm had depended on Anne and his two other sisters. They must have handled all the crucial paperwork, recording the pedigree of the horses sired in their stables and managing the accounts. 


One morning, it was snowing so heavily Thomas stayed indoors, settling himself in the window seat in the parlour to read the weekly newspaper. It reported there had been a frost fair on the Thames in London and the London-Exeter stagecoach, which passed nearby the farm, rarely managed to get through. He could hear Anne talking to the kitchen maid in the dining room, organising what they’d have for dinner that night. She always had so much to do, so he was surprised when she came and joined him.


She took the small armchair by the fire, leaning forward to warm her hands. As usual she had her hair tied back. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d seen it hanging free. In profile, he could see she had the same high forehead he and their father had. 


 

She looked round and smiled. “Hard to believe that years ago I had golden hair like you.”


“I don’t remember that.”


“Course not. It was before you were born.”


Thomas carried on looking at her. “Papa and Mama really depend on you, don’t they?” 


Anne sighed. “They do. Mama struggles with her arthritis, particularly in winter.”


Thomas nodded and rubbed his chin. “What would happen if you left?”


“I dread to think. I don’t think I can.” She was speaking so quietly, Thomas left the window seat and joined her by the fire.


“But Charlotte and Catherine, they both did,” he said.


Anne smiled. “That’s why I can’t.” She suddenly added, “Do you imagine I haven’t dreamt of it?”


Thomas was taken back. The way she’d said it was so heartfelt. He could see there were tears in her eyes.


“I’m sorry,” she added, “it’s not your responsibility.” She tried to smile, reaching out and placing her hand on his arm. “You go out in the world and make something of yourself.”


“Oh Anne, what’s the matter?”


She blew her nose. “You’re not to breathe a word of what I’m going to tell you. Not to Papa, Mama, and certainly not to our brothers. Promise.”


“I promise,” said Thomas, wondering what was coming.


“I’ve met someone.” She paused and swallowed. “I went into Axminster one day last summer. This man held the door open for me as I was going into a tea shop in Trinity Square. There was only one table free. Although he’d been ahead of me, he insisted I take it. I know it might sound improper but it seemed churlish not to offer to share it.” She laughed. “I could see ladies at other tables watching and muttering to one another but I didn’t care. I was strangely excited.”


Thomas had never seen his sister like this before.


 

“He was very polite. Told me he was visiting from Bridgewater. Had been in the navy for thirteen years but was now looking for a post on land.” She had to pause to take a deep breath. “We’ve been writing to one another ever since. Papa and Mama don’t know. Then, in his last letter, he asked me to marry him.”


She started dabbing away the tears on her cheeks. 


“Dear Anne, that is wonderful. What have you said?”


He waited while she regained her composure. 


“I don’t know what to do.” She looked up from the handkerchief she was clutching in her lap. “I’m worried about asking Papa. How would he and Mama manage? I’m all they have now.”


“They’d cope. They could get a housekeeper. Papa can hire a bookkeeper. It’s not your problem. You’ve got to think of yourself.”


“Oh, Thomas. Something I’ve always admired in you – certainty. Even if it makes you so difficult at times,” she added with a laugh.


“If it’s what you want, you must accept him. Trust me, it’s a wonderful world out there. There’s so much to discover.”


“You’re so persuasive. I can see Taunton at least taught you how to sell!”


“So, tell me. What’s his name? What’s his trade?”


“Richard Phelps.” She looked at Thomas and smiled. “He was a naval surgeon but wants to be a country doctor.”


Thomas grinned from ear to ear, lost for words for a moment. 


“I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s just, that is the best thing I’ve heard for so long. I’m so happy for you.”


*


By April, with lambing underway, Thomas spent nights in one of the huts out on the hills. He felt a twinge of guilt that he was pleased when a sheep got into difficulty as it allowed him to do something. Although he’d seen it many times, he still found joy in watching a newborn lamb being licked clean by its mother. 


He’d avoided asking Anne if she’d made a decision, not wanting to hear she’d turned Phelps down. On Sundays, in church, he prayed she’d accept. Then, on Easter Sunday, sitting round the large dining table, Papa made the announcement. 
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