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Preface and Acknowledgements





The first edition of The True History of the Elephant Man was published in the spring of 1980. The previous autumn, while the book was in the press, Bernard Pomerance’s play, The Elephant Man (until then known mainly from ‘art theatre’ productions), was presented on Broadway. There it met with considerable popular success and in due course a Tony award, besides giving David Bowie his first serious stage role when he took over the lead. In the summer of 1980, the play began a long-running production at the National Theatre in London, and that autumn David Lynch’s film, The Elephant Man, was released. There were few evident connections in the backgrounds to these events. It seemed more to be a synchronizing of several lines of coincidence.


The extraordinary concentration of interest in the life of Joseph Carey Merrick that was caused by these treatments, imaginative and documentary, had two main effects. First, it established the story itself as an invariably moving myth in popular consciousness. Secondly, it led, directly and indirectly, to further details of Merrick’s life emerging from obscurity, sometimes from unexpected sources.


So far as the facts in the case are concerned, Dr Howell and I had called our book a ‘true’ history. Even if that, too, carried a mythic resonance in the style, say, of the balladeers of earlier times, it was disconcerting to find how many of our assumptions and inferences came to need reappraisal and adjustment. We had striven to include in our account no statements beyond those that could be justified from documentary record. Yet interpretation may only proceed in line with the facts as known. A shifting pattern of facts, in any context, becomes a part of the process of understanding events. 


As for the mythic dimension – and here it is essential not to fall into the common error of calling myth per se ‘untrue’ – it has resulted in the story of the Elephant Man acquiring a whole cultural history in its own right. It was a process that may be said to have begun in 1923 when Sir Frederick Treves’s The Elephant Man and Other Reminiscences was published, and to have received a boost along the way in 1971 with the publication of Ashley Montagu’s The Elephant Man: A Study in Human Dignity. Its manifestations have been remarkably varied.*


John Hinkley, for instance, the schizophrenic young man who in 1981 made an attempt with a firearm on the life of President Reagan, was found to have written poems that contained the cryptic thought: ‘Perhaps the Elephant Man would understand my dilemma … it’s all a matter of face to face communication.’ A cycle of poems, Words for Elephant Man, was published in 1983 by the American poet, Kenneth Sherman. In 1988, Michael Cavalli, an amateur composer, spent his life savings on hiring an orchestra and the Central Hall, Westminster, to hear a performance of his Symphonic Poem, also based on the Elephant Man’s life. The previous year the singer and performer, Michael Jackson, had been reported to have made the London Hospital an offer of $500,000, later expanded to $1,000,000, if they would sell him Merrick’s skeleton.


This episode in particular provoked a good deal of ill-informed speculation in the British press for a day or two. It has subsequently been claimed that Jackson’s bids were no more than a publicity stunt. Nevertheless his visits to view the skeleton, and his obsession, seem to have been real enough. Yet if the episode was nothing more than a prank to do with image making, then clearly it misfired. The impression created was of a bizarre spectacle, as if a demonic emissary were attempting, almost a century on, to reclaim Merrick’s bones for show business.


The untimely death of Michael Howell in 1986 deprived me of a friend and colleague, and of many continuing opportunities for entertaining and wondering discussion. We did, of course, work together on the revised text for the 1983 edition, but its print numbers were relatively restricted and it was the original 1980 trade edition that continued to be most widely available during the rest of the decade. In preparing what is therefore the third edition for publication, I have been conscious of the absence of Michael’s shrewd asides and wise counsel, though I hope he would have approved of the result. It chronicles and attempts to balance all the facts in Merrick’s life as they are presently known. Since it was Michael Howell who, some time in the late 1960s, set out on the trail of the Elephant Man during his precious afternoons off from a demanding Black Country practice, I feel it appropriate that it should be dedicated both to his widow and his own memory.


Considering the wealth of fresh information that came to the surface during the 1980s, it would perhaps be rash to speculate that we now know most of what we are ever likely to know of Joseph Merrick in a documentary sense. On the other hand, it is clear that the history of his story is far from over and may, indeed, remain open-ended indefinitely. In certain of its aspects, it seems firmly set in the Victorian matrix of its origins, for even the elements of fairy tale and melodrama are naturally there in the known details and have no need of embroidering. In other aspects, its time-transcending qualities possess an influence to teach, to change attitudes towards the disabled and malformed, perhaps even to help to heal the psychic traumas that must always be a hidden component in physical disability. During fifteen years of living with Joseph Merrick’s story, and never ceasing to be moved by it, I have inevitably had my fanciful moments of feeling that is what he would wish.




 





This book has evolved into its present state through three editions; its list of acknowledgements is therefore long. The quotation from the journal kept by Lady Geraldine Somerset for the Duchess of Cambridge is reproduced by gracious permission of Her Majesty the Queen. It was Georgina Battiscombe, the biographer of Queen Alexandra, who drew attention to this in the Royal Archives, Windsor Castle Library, and Sir Robin Mackworth-Young, the then librarian, supplied a copy of the text. 


The London Hospital kindly gave permission to quote from the Minutes of the London Hospital House Committee. Professor Gordon Seward, CBE, of the London Hospital Medical College, has continued to be unstinting in the way he has given encouragement and time in checking and offering criticisms of the text, both of the original draft and of the rewriting made necessary by developments in the hypothetical medical picture during the 1980s. J. P. Entract, former librarian of the London Hospital Medical College, was patient and more than helpful over a long period, as was Percy Nunn, the former assistant curator of the college museum. The latter’s son, David Nunn, has, as his successor as assistant curator, happily continued this tradition and maintained contact in mutual exchanges of fresh information. Margaret Robertson took photographs in the London Hospital Medical College Museum, and Julia Short searched the hospital’s photographic archives for items of possible relevance.


There are many others to whom a special debt is owed, for kindness in general and for guidance in the direction of much particular information. These include: W. J. Barlow; Mrs Nellie Batchelor, who was kind enough to recount all she could remember of her uncle Walter Steel’s recollections of meeting Merrick; David Braithwaite; Dr K. T. Brown; Colonel Rixon Bucknell, who helped to clarify the likely train ferry routes from the Continent to Harwich in 1886; Richard Carr-Gomm; G. W. Essex; William Dooley (Benson Dulay), who passed on information about his uncle Sam Roper’s fair as well as family anecdotes originally told by his father Bertram Dooley of the time when he travelled with Merrick on the fairground circuits, and who made family photographs available; Mrs Marion Duck, who corresponded about her and Tom Norman’s Noakes forebears and origins; Colin Eaton, who generously shared his researches in the Northamptonshire Records Office, drawing attention to the existence there of Lady Louisa Knightley’s diaries and acting as an initial contact with the families of Bertram Dooley and Walter Steel; Dr Ron Finch, who, by his painstaking photographic skills, made some excellent prints out of apparently unpromising archive material, work later supplemented by Denis Clark and by Les Curtis of Chilton Colour Laboratories, Sudbury; Desmond Flower; E. R. Frizelle; John Garratt; Robert Geary; the Great Eastern Railway Society, for help with amplifying earlier research, and whose members, L. D. Brooks and J. Sweszkowski, located some rare picture material; Peter Honri; Mrs Leila Hoskins, who provided information about her aunt, Mrs Leila Maturin (née Leila Scot Skirving), and a copy of the pamphlet reproduced here as Appendix Two, and who presented the authors with the only known surviving example of Merrick’s correspondence; Winston F. Hughes, who offered an eyewitness description of Merrick’s specially built bed; Mrs Margaret Hunter, who sent details of the book inscribed by Merrick for his cousin; Pat Kingston, who, with the help of Janice Tipping, typed the successive drafts of the first edition and handled much of the correspondence in the early stages; Mrs Kenneth Lindy, daughter of Dr Tuckett, who spoke of her father (and of his disappointment at Treves’s failure to record his role in his version of the story) provided prints of the Elephant Man that had been among his papers; the staff and facilities of the London Library; Michelle Merrick, whose interest in and diligent researches into the Merrick family history have uncovered further details of value; the descendants of Tom Norman, among whom Tom Norman Jnr originally made his father’s unpublished memoirs available, while Arthur Van Norman helped to round out details of the later days of the Silver King’s career and George Barnum Norman kindly presented a copy of the published edition of the memoirs, including his additions, which also threw some new light on the story (and additionally made it at last possible to reconstruct the most probable sequence of events in Merrick’s travels with the showmen); Michael Pointon; Nicholas Reed, who kindly allowed access to Treves’s autographed manuscript of ‘The Elephant Man’, which was then in his possession, and to a collection of Treves’s correspondence; W. H. Steel; Dr C. E. Taylor, possessor of the chair that his grandfather, William Taylor, adapted for Merrick’s use; Dr Kate Thompson, former archivist of the Leicester Museum, and the staff of the Leicester Museum and Library; the descendants of Sam Torr, and especially Mrs Harry Heatherley (Patricia Torr), Mrs Hilda Metcalfe and Roy Torr, who made their collections of cuttings and family memorabilia fully available; and Frederick Treves, great-nephew of Sir Frederick Treves, who gave help and showed interest from a very early stage of the search for the Elephant Man. 


Finally‚ I would like to record my gratitude to the island of South Walls off Hoy in the Orkneys for providing the peace and seclusion in which to work on much of the revision for this edition.




 





P.F.


Suffolk and Orkney


1989–92




* Those who may wish to read more deeply into the mythologizing elements (both purposeful and involuntary) involved in versions of and responses to Merrick’s story, will find a wealth of material usefully summarized and analysed in Peter W. Graham’s and Fritz H. Oehlschlaeger’s recent study, Articulating the Elephant Man. Joseph Merrick and His Interpreters.




















CHAPTER I


‘The Great Freak of Nature – Half-a-Man and Half-an-Elephant’





When the Elephant Man appeared as if from nowhere in a shop premises in the Whitechapel Road in London towards the end of November 1884, he was still in the early days of his career as a professional freak. His real name, as his birth certificate bears witness, was Joseph Carey Merrick, and his manager at that time was Mr Tom Norman, a showman who specialized in the display of freaks and novelties. The shop hired for his exhibition was then numbered 123 Whitechapel Road. The building survives today as one in a terraced row of early nineteenth-century shops, though it has since been renumbered as 259. The adjoining premises to its east side carried until recently the pawnbroker’s emblem of three iron balls high up on the wall. To the west side lay the shop of Mr Michael Geary, fruiterer and greengrocer.


Directly across the road from the row of shops, on the other side of the wide thoroughfare, stands the imposing entrance to the London Hospital. The present front in fact dates from improvements made in 1891. In the 1880s the hospital displayed a long and imposing classical façade, set well back behind railings and with porters’ lodges at the main gates. The whole effect was designed to inspire confidence in the capabilities of medical science as well as a measure of appropriate awe among the inhabitants of the district. It was the outward and visible sign of authoritarian benevolence and charity in an area that had for many decades experienced an intimate connection with deprivation and poverty: one in which successive waves of penniless immigrants settled alongside the original communities of London’s poor; those who, in the definition of the great Victorian pioneer in social investigation, Henry Mayhew, ‘Will work, cannot work and will not work.’ 


In such a district therefore Joseph Merrick arrived to fall under Tom Norman’s care, it being hoped that the Elephant Man’s impact on London would be profitable for them both. Outside the premises, across the shop front, leaving only the doorway clear, the showman hung a large canvas sheet painted with the startling image of a man half-way through the process of turning into an elephant and announcing that the same was to be seen within for the entrance price of twopence. If the artistry was rough, and the colours garish to sophisticated taste, the poster evidently had the sensational effect intended. A young surgeon from the London Hospital, Mr Frederick Treves, who visited the freakshow, could recall the poster in every vivid detail when he came to write about it some forty years later:




This very crude production depicted a frightful creature that could only have been possible in a nightmare. It was the figure of a man with the characteristics of an elephant. The transfiguration was not far advanced. There was still more of the man than of the beast. This fact – that it was still human – was the most repellent attribute of the creature. There was nothing about it of the pitiableness of the misshapened or the deformed, nothing of the grotesqueness of the freak, but merely the loathing insinuation of a man being changed into an animal. Some palm trees in the background of the picture suggested a jungle and might have led the imaginative to assume that it was in this wild that the perverted object had roamed.





Whatever it was which could possibly be causing poor Merrick to take on an approximation to an elephant, in displaying him as a freak Mr Norman was working in an ancient tradition the roots of which lay far back in the history of fairgrounds and circuses in England. London in particular had been noted for its insatiable appetite for monsters since at least the days of Elizabeth I. As Henry Morley stated in his Memoirs of Bartholomew Fair, it was not merely the common throng who sought out a formidable diet of signs and wonders and supported popular fashions in the grotesque. Everyone in society, up to the level of its crowned head, ‘shared in the tastes … for men who could dance without legs, dwarfs, giants, hermaphrodites, or scaly boys’. He goes on to comment, writing his book in the late 1850s:




The taste still lingers among uncultivated people in the highest and lowest ranks of life, but in the reign of William and Mary, or Queen Anne, it was almost universal. Bartholomew Fair, with all the prodigies exhibited therein, was not as it now would be, an annual display of things hardly to be seen out of a fair, but was, as far as Monsters went, only a yearly concentration into one spot of the entertainments that at other times were scattered over town and country.





Bartholomew Fair was officially opened each year on 23 August, the eve of Saint Bartholomew, and continued for two weeks. While the revels lasted, many poor tradesmen in the Smithfield area were glad to hire out a part of their premises for the display of some prodigy of nature. Prime sites were those shops or workrooms close to taverns, such as the premises where a ‘changeling child’ might be viewed,




next door to the Black Raven in West Smithfield … being a living Skeleton, taken by a Venetian Galley, from a Turkish Vessel in the Archipelago. This is a Fairy Child, supposed to be born of Hungarian Parents, but chang’d in the Nursing, Aged Nine Years and more; not exceeding a foot and a half high. The Legs, Thighs and Arms are so very small, that they scarce exceed the bigness of a Man’s Thumb, and the face no bigger than the Palm of one’s hand.





On another occasion, ‘next door to the Golden Hart in West-Smithfield‚’ there was to be seen ‘the Admirable Work of Nature, a Woman having Three Breasts; and each of them affording Milk at one time, or differently, according as they are made use of’.


Advancing sharply up the social scale, the West End of London featured its permanent exhibition halls available for hire to showmen. When, in 1826, the bookseller and radical pamphleteer William Hone interviewed Claude Amboise Seurat, the ‘Anatomie Vivant; or Living Skeleton!’ for the edification of readers of his periodical The Every-day Book, he visited him at Pall Mall in a room known as the Chinese Saloon. When Barnum brought General Tom Thumb to London in 1844, the curiosity aroused was so phenomenal that he was able to engage the Egyptian Hall in Piccadilly. These remarkable premises were built in 1812 by William Bullock to show his own vast and miscellaneous collection of curiosities, the nucleus for which he gathered together during his earlier years as a silversmith in Liverpool when he bought rarities from sailors arriving at the port from exotic quarters of the globe.


The Egyptian Hall started life with cultural and educational pretensions, containing ‘upwards of Fifteen Thousand Natural and Foreign Curiosities, Antiquities and Productions of the Fine Arts’. While these aspirations were never quite lost sight of, the lease passed into the hands of others and the Egyptian Hall became the recognized showplace for every nine-days’ wonder expected to excite lively interest. Matters reached such a pitch that Punch, in 1847, suggested the existence of an epidemic of a new disease termed ‘Deformito-mania’ and published a cartoon satirizing the placards decorating the Egyptian Hall’s façade.


It is a long walk from the West End to Whitechapel; but appropriately enough the route from Smithfield may be retraced back along Cheapside, through the City of London and eventually along the Whitechapel Road – appropriately, since this was the main route into London from East Anglia and the Eastern Counties. It was the route taken by the drovers who once walked herds of cattle for sale at Smithfield market to keep the metropolis supplied with fresh meat. The Whitechapel Road is still part of the main thoroughfare into the City of London for traffic from the east, and its exceptional width is a legacy of its origins as a droving road. It is this width, in turn, that has made it a natural location for the street market traders’ stalls that continue to do business there, if they no longer do so in the colourful profusion which must have set the scene during the late nineteenth century.


There was another young surgeon who stumbled across the Elephant Man in his original London exhibition even before Frederick Treves. John Bland-Sutton, from the Middlesex Hospital, was in later years to become a consulting surgeon to the Middlesex Hospital, President of the Royal College of Surgeons, and a baronet, besides making a long-term study of the phenomenon of Siamese twins. In 1884 he had only just attained his fellowship of the Royal College of Surgeons. As he recorded in his collection of autobiographical reminiscences, The Story of a Surgeon, he was in the habit of wandering out through the East End of London as far as the Mile End Road to satisfy a mixture of professional interest and idle curiosity:




… especially on Saturday nights, to see dwarfs, giants, fat-women, and monstrosities at the freak shows. There was a freak-museum at a public-house – The Bell and Mackerel, near the London Hospital. It was on one of these visits in 1884 I saw ‘on show’ opposite the London Hospital a repulsive human being known as the Elephant Man. The poor fellow, John [sic] Merrick – was deformed in body, face, head and limbs. His skin, thick and pendulous, hung in folds and resembled the hide of an elephant – hence his show-name.





In another autobiography, A Labrador Doctor, Sir Wilfred Grenfell, whose early medical training was gained at the London Hospital, made the suggestion that it was some medical students from the hospital who first went to view the Elephant Man in the exhibition shop, then returned to describe him to their surgeon-lecturer in anatomy, Frederick Treves. In his memoirs, the showman himself, Mr Tom Norman, remembered how




… there were, every week-day morning and afternoon until about 3 p.m., a number of students with white coats and no hats passing in and out of the London Hospital opposite for the purpose of what I then presumed, for to obtain refreshments, fresh air, etc. After a few had, out of curiosity, visited the exhibition, the wonderful sight of Meyrick [sic] soon spread among them, and no doubt that was the reason of Sir Frederick’s visit …





It was in fact Frederick Treves’s house surgeon who first told him about the Elephant Man. Dr Reginald Tuckett was then twenty-four years old and employed by the hospital in the most junior of its appointments. He had begun his medical studies as an articled pupil to his brother-in-law, a doctor in the Welsh border country. To qualify for admission to the Medical Register, however, he came to the London Hospital to complete his training. It was now a little more than a year since he qualified, and he was employed by the hospital as house physician, house surgeon and resident accoucheur. The burden of his responsibilities did not, even so, prevent his being enticed across the road by the showman’s poster. The graphic account of the exhibit he carried back to the hospital was compelling enough to prompt Treves into making his own pilgrimage to the north side of the Whitechapel Road to view the Elephant Man for himself.


When he arrived outside the shop, Treves says, it was to find the exhibition temporarily closed. Questioning a small boy who was hanging about on the pavement, he learnt where the showman might be found and persuaded the lad to seek him out where he was refreshing himself in one of the local taverns. The showman proved unhesitating when it came to striking a bargain: he would open the exhibition for a private viewing on condition that a special entrance fee of one shilling was paid. The scene was set for Frederick Treves’s first encounter with Joseph Merrick, the Elephant Man.


The classic account of that meeting is contained in the title piece to The Elephant Man and Other Reminiscences. It is reproduced in its full text as the third appendix of the present book (pages 181–200). Within a well-told anecdote, Treves presents a series of vivid images; it is a powerful and unforgettable literary achievement. It may be that it rests a little heavily on melodrama, yet it remains as highly readable as when it was written and fully deserves to be read. On the other hand, it raises incidental questions about the relationship between objective truth and the validity of literary creation and is not to be regarded uncritically in that respect.


Treves was certainly not starting out to write fiction when, towards the end of his life, he finally set down the tale of the Elephant Man for inclusion in what was to be his last published work. The essay, however, is marked by a strong romanticizing tendency. There are obvious errors: the London Hospital does not, for instance, stand in the Mile End Road as he states in the opening sentence. There are numerous indications of a memory becoming overlaid over the years with small embellishing details that add colour and effect to the story-telling. Above all there is the curious fact that in the one and only place where Treves gives Joseph Merrick a Christian name he calls him John. The detail seems doubly curious in that a whole segment of Treves’s life and career came to be intertwined with the destiny of Joseph Merrick, and as matters turned out it was hardly a superficial relationship.


Might it have been that the facial distortions that were a part of Merrick’s condition, and which made comprehensible speech extremely difficult for him, meant that Treves misheard? Did Treves hear ‘Joseph’ as ‘John’ during an early conversation and ever afterwards think of him as and call him ‘John’? Yet others heard and recorded his name correctly, and to put down the error to a simple lapse of memory on Treves’s part is an unconvincing explanation. From the very beginning of their relationship, Treves was writing of Merrick as ‘John’ in his technical papers. Did Merrick himself prefer the name? Evidently not, for he called himself Joseph and signed himself Joseph in the two examples of his handwriting that survive. Whatever the reason for the misnomer applied to Merrick, it has had one long-term consequence: almost every reference to the Elephant Man subsequently printed has repeated the error because the authors could not believe that someone of Treves’s standing might be wrong on such a basic detail.


There is also the question of the identity of the shop where Tom Norman set up his exhibition. It was, says Treves, ‘a vacant greengrocer’s which was to let’. He goes on to sketch in a number of scenic props:




The shop was empty and grey with dust. Some old tins and a few shrivelled potatoes occupied a shelf and some vague vegetable refuse the window.





Tom Norman was stung into writing an emphatic letter to the showman’s paper the World’s Fair when he first heard about Treves’s essay, among the details he wished to correct being the fact that Merrick ‘was not exhibited in an empty greengrocer’s shop’.




That shop was next door to the one in which he was exhibited and kept by a man named Geary, an Irishman, in the Whitechapel Road. The shop on the other side of the one we were showing was … a pawnbroker’s. The premises used for the exhibition of Meyrick [sic] had for several years previously been a waxworks museum, owned by a man named Cotton. I came to London and rented it from him, and removed Meyrick thereto …





According to the London Directory for 1886, prepared in 1885, the greengrocer’s opposite to the London Hospital was indeed kept by a Mr Michael Geary. It appears that he took possession of his shop towards the end of 1884, for the directory prepared in that year lists the occupier as a Mr William Parry. And next door but one to the greengrocer’s there was, sure enough, the pawnbroker’s. The shop premises at 123 Whitechapel Road, now 259, sandwiched between the pawnshop and the fruiterer’s, is recorded in the directories as a glass warehouse belonging to Albert and Eli Shepherd. In view of Tom Norman’s precise statement and the corroborative evidence from the directories, it seems it was the front portion of this shop that was sub-let to Mr Cotton for use as a waxworks museum. A waxworks museum certainly flourished opposite to the London Hospital, for in September 1888, in the midst of the Whitechapel murders committed by ‘Jack the Ripper’, a correspondent called John Law was writing in the columns of the Pall Mall Gazette:




There is at present almost opposite the London Hospital a ghastly display of the unfortunate woman murdered … An old man exhibits these things, and while he points them out you will be tightly wedged in between a number of boys and girls, while a smell of death rises into your nostrils, and you feel as if your throat was filled up with fungus.





It was therefore not the greengrocer’s door but the one to No. 123 Whitechapel Road that Tom Norman in due course unlocked and opened. Nevertheless we may continue, for the moment, to take Frederick Treves’s account at face value. It was difficult for the visitor, ushered into the dark interior, to pick out anything at first, for the light from the window was obstructed by the large canvas sheet bearing its message to the passers-by in the street. The atmosphere was decidedly cold and damp and there was a faint but peculiarly unpleasant odour hanging in the air. The main part of the shop was bare and disused, but towards the back a cord had been suspended across the room from one side to the other, and from this there hung down what might have been a large red tablecloth to form an improvised screen.


As soon as they were in the shop Tom Norman went across to the screen and drew it aside. There in the half-light beyond sat the figure of the Elephant Man, seemingly remarkably small in contrast to the impression of something gigantic created by the poster. He was hunched up on a stool and held a brown blanket drawn well up about himself to cover his head and shoulders. The movement of the curtain did not seem to disturb him, for he continued to sit motionless and to stare at the blue flame of a gas burner arranged to heat a large brick balanced on a tripod before him. This was the only source of heat and light in the room. The very stillness of the almost diminutive figure awoke in Treves the feeling, as he said, that here was the very ‘embodiment of loneliness’.


At this moment, Treves states, the showman suddenly called out a sharp instruction to the figure: ‘Stand up!’ speaking ‘harshly’, ‘as if to a dog’. The description implies a brutal insensitivity on the part of the Elephant Man’s keeper, as might be expected from someone who was dealing with a creature supposedly half-human, half-beast – a kind of urban Caliban. And then, as if reluctantly, the Elephant Man stirred and rose awkwardly to his feet, letting the blanket slip to the ground as he turned to face his exclusive audience. As the covering fell the source of the peculiar odour that hung in the air inside the shop became apparent, for the sickening stench evidently had its origins in the startling condition of the subject’s body and intensified at once.


Treves’s medical career had from its beginning been associated with the London Hospital. He had arrived as a medical student in 1871, become assistant surgeon in 1879 and been appointed full surgeon in this very year of 1884. Although he was still only thirty-one, his experience of the appalling range of physical horrors and injuries likely to be admitted into a foundation that existed to minister to the ills of an area containing some of the worst slums of Europe must have been considerable. It would be reasonable to expect him to be shock-proof, his nose used to such smells as gangrene, his eyes accustomed to the terrible facial injuries that could result from a fight with broken bottles in any London pub on a Saturday night. From what he says it is nevertheless clear that he was shaken by his first glimpse of Joseph Merrick; perhaps also taken unawares by his revulsion at the sickening stench given off by Merrick’s body. He summed up his initial reaction in a memorable phrase: that Merrick seemed to him ‘the most disgusting specimen of humanity’. ‘At no time,’ wrote Treves, ‘had I met with such a degraded or perverted version of a human being as this lone figure displayed.’


As Treves stared, the Elephant Man began to turn slowly about so that his visitor might view him from all angles. The movement re-awakened the surgeon’s clinical instincts and he noticed how the unfortunate creature showed signs of having at some time in life suffered a disease of the left hip; it had left him lame so that he needed to lean on a stick. With the return of a habit of scientific detachment, Treves began to make precise observations. Where he had been expecting to see a figure both monstrous and large, the Elephant Man was of quite a slight build, perhaps only a little over five foot two inches in height. The upper part of his body was unclothed to the waist, the lower half was clad in a pair of threadbare trousers that seemed to have ‘once belonged to some fat gentleman’s dress suit’. The feet were also naked, and his lameness became obvious as he stood there, his body slightly tilted to the left, his back twisted and bent.


More than anything else, it was the head that created such an amazing impression. It did indeed seem huge beyond Treves’s most imaginative expectations: a misshapen mass of bony lumps and cauliflower-like growths of skin. It had the circumference of a man’s waist, and the forehead was disfigured by bosses of bony material that bulged forward in great mounds, giving it an appearance something resembling a cottage loaf laid on its side. The greater mound pressed down upon the right eyebrow so that the eye on that side of the face was almost hidden.


The lower half of the face was itself compressed and distorted by a swelling of the right cheek, where a pink mass of flesh protruded from the mouth, forcing back the lips into inverted folds. Here was evidently the origin of the ‘trunk’ the poster artist had so graphically portrayed, if with a certain artistic licence to enhance its resemblance to an elephant’s anatomy. There were other bony masses present on the top and side of the skull, but in these areas it was the skin that dominated, the flesh being raised up into heavy cauliflower-textured growths which hung down at the sides and back of the head.


Merrick’s body itself was in no way spared. Masses of similar pendulous growths of skin hung down from the chest and back. Elsewhere it looked as though the skin was covered with fine warts. The right arm was enormous in size and virtually shapeless, the right hand being ‘large and clumsy – a fin or paddle rather than a hand … The thumb had the appearance of a radish, while the fingers might have been thick tuberous roots.’ It was impossible to imagine such a limb being of much use to its owner. By contrast the left arm and hand looked completely normal, even delicate and feminine in their refinement. The feet, so far as Treves could make out, were as shapeless and deformed as the gross right arm.


The showman seemed to Treves to be unable or unwilling to pass on more than the most rudimentary information about his charge: that he was English born, that he was twenty-one years old and that his name, Treves claimed he told him, was John Merrick. For his own part, Treves felt a frustrating bafflement at the malformations he found himself observing. He was quite unable to account for the condition, to pin on it any label of medical diagnosis or recall ever having come across anything remotely like it in professional experience or theoretical training.


Treves was at the age of thirty-one already a figure to be reckoned with in the medical world. In 1881 he had been invited by the Royal College of Surgeons to give the Erasmus Wilson Lectures, a series of six lecture-demonstrations on specimens from the college’s museum to be delivered before an audience consisting of some of the most distinguished surgeons in the country. He added to this honour the winning of the college’s Jacksonian Prize in 1883 for an original essay on intestinal surgery. In the same year he published Surgical Applied Anatomy, a textbook that lost no time in establishing itself as both a standard reference work and a medical best-seller. If he was disconcerted by his bewilderment before the sorely afflicted frame of Joseph Merrick, he must have been stimulated by the challenge it presented to his diagnostic abilities and to his natural instincts as a scientific investigator. 


The explanation offered by Mr Norman to account for his protégé’s deformities at least had the virtue of simplicity. All this came about, he explained, as the consequence of an unfortunate accident. While the Elephant Man’s mother was carrying him during the last few months of her pregnancy, she was knocked over and badly frightened by an elephant from a travelling menagerie. The shock sustained conveyed itself to the unborn child with the result they saw before them. (Dr Bland-Sutton also remembered this story in connection with his visit to the freakshow.) As will be seen, Merrick himself clung to it, finding it to contain a powerful degree of comfort. The extreme rarity of his sensational disorder was no doubt to be accounted for by the scarcity of runaway elephants in rural England.


Frederick Treves’s interest in the case was quite naturally not concerned with exploring it as medical folk-belief. Ignoring the vagaries of superstition, his instincts were to seek to establish scientific fact and, if appropriate, to write up an account of these apparently undescribed abnormalities for publication. His mind was quite made up that he would like to take Merrick back across the road so that he might examine him in detail at leisure in his room in the London Hospital’s Medical College. Tom Norman again proved ready to agree, perceiving some publicity value in the idea. But at this point, wrote Treves, ‘I became at once conscious of a difficulty.’


Considerable problems were invariably to be encountered in transporting this startling being from place to place. The problem remained even when the distance concerned was no more than the few hundred yards to the door of the Medical College, which lay along Turner Street, on the south-west side of the London Hospital’s main complex of buildings. For the Elephant Man to appear on the streets without concealment was to invite the instant assembling of a crowd. In the open, out of his refuge, Merrick’s footsteps were invariably dogged by ever-increasing excitement and clamour, his progress hampered by eager, curious, shocked or frankly incredulous bystanders. The Elephant Man’s journeyings abroad were, it seemed, in the habit of degenerating into public disturbances.


There was a solution to hand – at least, a partial solution – and this, said Treves, took the form of a special set of outdoor clothes the Elephant Man possessed that concealed him from head to toe. The whole outfit consisted of three garments. First there came a pair of huge bag-like slippers in which the feet and lower legs could be encased. Then there was the voluminous black cloak, and this practically touched the ground when draped about its owner’s shoulders. Treves could only remember having seen such a garment once before, and then it had been at a theatre, when it was ‘wrapped about the figure of a Venetian bravo’. He found it difficult to imagine how the Elephant Man came by such a garment, yet the most extraordinary item of clothing remained the hat. It was shaped somewhat like a conventional peaked cap, and was also black in colour. Its dimensions, however, were vast, since it needed to be large enough to fit the Elephant Man’s head. From the edge of the wide peak a brownish flannel pelmet hung down to conceal the face, but in this a horizontal slit was cut so Merrick could see where he was walking.


The sight of the Elephant Man limping slowly along in his outdoor clothing – a slight, bent figure leaning heavily on a stick and engulfed in a huge black cloak, the whole ensemble topped off by the great head in its ‘pillar-box’ hat – could, Treves remarked, have been only a degree or so less alarming than the appearance of the man unclothed. It was decided in the end that Merrick would wear outdoor garments for his visit to the Medical School, but that Treves would hire a cab to carry him from door to door and return him afterwards in the same way.


There remained only the need to ensure the smooth reception of the Elephant Man at the college. So that he might identify himself to the porter and avoid embarrassing delays or misunderstandings, Treves handed Merrick his visiting card. With this gesture the first meeting was over between Frederick Treves, a young surgeon whose ever more ambitious career was opening before him, and Joseph Merrick, the Elephant Man, a humble freak whose hopes for the future were altogether more modest in character.

















CHAPTER 2


On the Threshold of Eminence





By any standards Treves cut an impressive figure. He might almost have posed for a monument to what it was possible to achieve by a combination of a peculiarly Victorian trio of virtues: industry, tenacity and talent. He had reached the age of thirty-one with his life a success story.


Treves was a Dorset man from the county town of Dorchester, the youngest son in the family of William Treves, a well-to-do furniture salesman and upholsterer. William Treves kept a large town house above his shop, which stood in one of the main streets of the town. It was there, at 8 Cornhill, on 15 February 1853, that Frederick Treves was born.


Little is recorded of his early life. At the age of seven his education began at the small Dorchester school where his brothers were taught before him. The headmaster was the Reverend William Barnes (1801–86), a formidable scholar and linguist who was also a dialect poet of sensitivity and a figure of more than regional importance in English literary history. Both Gerard Manley Hopkins and Thomas Hardy acknowledged a debt to his influence in their poetry.


When he was writing the Dorset volume for the Highways and Byways topographical series on the English counties, Treves remembered the extraordinary range of his old master:




He was familiar with all European languages … He could read Hindustani, Persian, Arabic and other unwonted tongues. He was a very accomplished musician, playing himself the flute, the violin, and the piano. He wrote innumerable books besides his well-known poems, and was learned in geology and archaeology. More curious still, he was a competent engraver on both wood and copper, so that he illustrated not only his own works … but also the books and monographs of his friends.





Treves was only at William Barnes’s school for two years, but the impression left on him by this Dorset genius, who managed to combine an austere and rigorous regard for learning with a broad humanity and a delicacy of vision, was life-long. When he entered school, Treves told his publisher Newman Flower many years later, he ‘was very frightened by the austere figure in black, sitting there like some grim Inquisitor in the high chair’. Mary Hardy, Thomas Hardy’s younger sister who was also a pupil at the school, remembered Treves as a shy and even timid child who would, the moment lessons were over, run to hide in the cloakroom behind the coats of the other pupils until the family maid came to escort him home. Despite all this, Treves wrote that his recollection of Barnes was:




… that of the gentlest and most kindly of men. His appearance was peculiar. He had white hair and a long white beard, and always wore knee breeches and shoes with large buckles. Out of doors he donned a curious cap and a still more curious cape, while I never saw him without a bag over his shoulder and a stout staff. During school hours he was in the habit of pacing the room in a reverie, happily oblivious of his dull surroundings. I remember once that some forbidden fruit of which I was possessed rolled across the schoolroom floor, and that I crawled after it in the wake of the dreaming master. He turned suddenly in his walk and stumbled over me, to my intense alarm. When he regained his balance he apologized very earnestly and resumed his walk, unconscious that the object he had fallen over was a scholar. I have often wondered to which of his charming poems I owed my escape from punishment.





In due course, when he was eleven, Treves was sent to London, where his father had enrolled him at the Merchant Taylors’ School. He stayed at Merchant Taylors’ until he was eighteen, but as a scholar seems to have left an undistinguished record. It was only in sports, and in football in particular, that he excelled, and holidays were always a time of happy return to his home county. Throughout his later life he was to speak with deep nostalgia of the region he called ‘the Dorset beyond the hills’.


It was decided eventually that he should follow his eldest brother, who had been a medical student at St Thomas’s Hospital, into the medical profession. For the youngest Treves boy, though, a place was sought at the Medical School attached to the London Hospital. It was perhaps an unexpected choice. Of all the hospitals in London which then had medical schools attached to them, the London Hospital was generally considered to be the least attractive.


First and foremost there was its geographical situation. While it could claim at this time to be the largest hospital in England, it was set in the midst of the poorest large population in the country. Its 690 beds drew patients from a maze of alleys, courts and back streets that stretched along the river behind the wharfs and docks of the lower Thames. It was, after all, the hospital of London’s East End. Patients would arrive on handcarts from the markets of Billingsgate, on stretchers from as far away as Tilbury Docks and from every noisome rat-infested slum between. The poverty of the area, the overcrowding and dirt, were almost indescribable. Portman Square off Orchard Street, for example, was a small court twenty-two feet wide with a common sewer running down the middle. Yet it served twenty-six three-storeyed houses and almost a thousand people regarded the square as home. In Wapping, the courtyards were deep in filth, and the children, often virtually naked, would crawl to search for vegetable parings in the refuse. The Thames itself, which had become the great sewer for the entire metropolis, was so offensive that Members of Parliament at Westminster complained they could not use the room overlooking the river.


The London Hospital could therefore claim to have no shortage of good clinical material on its doorstep, but it was still hardly surprising if many students coming down from Oxford or Cambridge preferred to go to some other hospital to complete their studies. If the surroundings were depressing, however, the opportunity  was there to study under some of the greatest medical names of the day. The teachers included such men as Jonathan Hutchinson, a tall bearded surgeon who excelled in every field of medicine and who made so many original observations that his name is still to be found in modern textbooks of surgery; Hughlings Jackson, a brilliant and eccentric physician who has come to be recognized as one of the founders of neurology; Langdon Down, a specialist in the problems of mental deficiency who first recognized the existence as an entity of mongolism (now known more correctly as Down’s syndrome); and Andrew Clark, a doctor remembered not so much for his contributions to medical science as for the fact that he was chosen as personal physician by members of the royal family and by the Liberal prime minister, W. E. Gladstone. The young Robert Louis Stevenson travelled from Edinburgh to London to consult Clark about the condition of his tuberculous lungs.


For the students, work at the London seems to have been haphazard and largely unsupervised, but its basis was unremittingly practical. Their help was necessary to cope with the scrimmage of patients who came in through the hospital doors like a tide continually on the flood. In ‘The Old Receiving Room’, a companion essay to ‘The Elephant Man’, Treves left a series of vivid vignettes of the mêlée of human distress that was likely to gather in the casualty department in his student days, when the cry that went up in the event of an accident in the London streets was not yet, ‘Call for an ambulance!’ but still, ‘Send for a shutter!’


The receiving unit consisted first of the hall, which served as waiting room and where there could always be someone waiting:




It may be a suffering woman who has called for her dead husband’s clothes. It may be a still breathless messenger with a ‘midwifery card’ in her hand, or a girl waiting for a dose of emergency medicine. There may be some minor accident cases also, such as a torn finger, or a black eye like a bursting plum, a child who has swallowed a halfpenny, and a woman who has been ‘knocked about cruel’, but has little to show for it except a noisy desire to have her husband ‘locked up’.





Then, on either side of the hall, were two dressing-rooms, assigned respectively to men and women, where surgeons and dressers worked on the emergencies on a wide couch, sinisterly covered in thick, black and much-washed leather.




It may be a man ridden over in the street with the red bone-ends of his broken legs sticking through his trousers. It may be a machine accident, where strips of cotton shirt have become entangled up with torn flesh and a trail of black grease. It may be a man picked up in a lane with his throat cut, or a woman, dripping foul mud, who has been dragged out of the river.
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