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[image: illustration]N OLD ENGLAND THERE were odd ailments whose cures seem curious to us today. That does not mean they did not work. A lot of modern-day medical cures started out as folk remedies. The leaves of several evergreen plants often prescribed by medieval herbalists contain salicylic acid, the principal ingredient of aspirin. Quinine, effective against malaria and other fevers, comes from the bark of the cinchona tree. This bark – originally called Peruvian or Jesuit’s bark – was known to be effective against fever long before the active ingredient was isolated. Many other old herbal remedies have found their way, in chemical form, into the modern pharmacopoeia.


Before the modern scientific age, doctors had little to go on. They used ancient books and proceeded by trial and error – the error often resulting in the death of the patient. Doctors and surgeons had little idea about how the human body worked, because until the Renaissance no one cut up dead bodies to study anatomy. The practice was banned by numerous popes and forbidden by the Koran.


Until the seventeenth century most knowledge of anatomy came from the work of the Greek writer Galen of Pergamon, who lived in first-century Anatolia, Turkey. He cut up monkeys, pigs, sheep and goats, although he got a clearer idea of how the human body worked from his involvement in the treatment of wounded gladiators.


One twelfth-century physician maintained that ‘the stomach has the liver below it like a fire underneath a cauldron; and thus is like a kettle of food, the gall bladder its cook, and the liver is the fire’. The colon was thought to be a sieve that strained faeces. Generally, the stomach was thought to be a cold, dry organ that served as a crossroads for all the arteries and veins. As it was constantly churning and generating waste products, it was located at the lower end of the torso, well away from the ‘higher’ organs. Respiration was thought to take place in the intestines, with waste gases being passed to the lungs, which exhaled them.


In the Dark Ages, systematic medical knowledge was confined to religious establishments that could care for the sick and dying. However, the Council of Tours in 1169 and the bull Ecclesia Abhorret a Sanguine (The Church Abhors Bloodshed), issued by Pope Innocent III in 1215, forbade priests and monks from spilling blood, which is why they burned witches and heretics. Their surgical knowledge was passed to the barbers, who came to the monasteries to attend to their tonsures and trim their beards. Although barbers were men who knew how to wield sharp instruments, they were looked down on by doctors who knew about herbs and medicines – which is why surgeons are still called ‘Mr’ rather than ‘Dr’.
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Even when Leonardo da Vinci and other Renaissance figure started cutting up people, medical knowledge did not seem to increase very much. The function of the thyroid gland, for example, remained a puzzle. In the seventeenth century it was considered that its main purpose was to enhance women’s beauty by filling out their necks.


Anatomists were also unable to locate the ‘luz’, or ‘neskvi’ – a cubic bone about the size of a barley corn the Hebrew Talmud said was to be found at the top of the spine, under the brain, hidden under a web of spider-like blood vessels. It was nourished only by the food eaten on Saturday night at the melave malka meal. The luz was thought to be indestructible. Apparently the Roman Emperor Hadrian tried to dissolve it, burn it and grind it – all to no avail. When he tried to crush it with a hammer, both the hammer and the anvil it was sitting on broke.


The other great mystery of anatomical science was the whereabouts of the soul. Although anatomists could not find it, they thought that it could be dislodged and escape when you sneezed. This is, perhaps, the origin of the habit of saying ‘Bless you’ when someone sneezes.


While monks could not work as surgeons, they could be physicians. Monasteries cultivated herb gardens and, as cities grew up, their products were sold through apothecaries. As trade spread, apothecaries began selling products from abroad, which arrived in England with extravagant claims about their healing properties. Doctors did what they could with these herbs and drugs, along with traditional folk remedies.


It is easy to ridicule old England’s medical men, but they did their best and sometimes their cures proved effective – even if it was due to the placebo effect. Doctors today still prescribe harmless placebos, knowing that if the patient believes something is going to help their condition, it may well do so.


In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as medical science developed, there was a struggle between those who adopted the new scientific approach and those who stuck to older, shall we say, more intuitive methods. The scientific men dismissed the others as ‘quacks’ – a word that came into the language in 1638, according to Webster’s Dictionary. The first citation in the Oxford English Dictionary comes from 1659. Quack is an abbreviation of ‘quacksalver’ (first citation 1579), which is thought to derive from the old Dutch word Kwab-zalver – kwab means a wen or cyst and zalver an ointment. Other authorities say that it derives from Quecksilber, the German for quicksilver, or mercury, which was often prescribed. Like most poisons, mercury does have a curative effect. While it is poisoning you, it also poisons the bacteria and viruses that are attacking you.


It is true that there were a number of out-and-out charlatans and mountebanks around in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. However, not all practitioners condemned as quacks were shysters. Many were simply peddling the old cures that were being challenged by the new medical establishment.


It should be remembered that a number of eminent medical men also lent their names to what we might now consider quack remedies. Sir Richard Mead (1673–1754) was the leading doctor of his day. He was royal physician to Queen Anne, George I and George II, and attended Isaac Newton, Alexander Pope and Prime Minister Robert Walpole. He also had a few curious cures up his voluminous sleeve. He prescribed a secret powder that would cure the bite of a mad dog. Serum treatment for rabies was only introduced in 1899. Otherwise rabies is fatal, although there was one case of recovery without serum treatment in 1971.


At the age of 29, in 1702, Mead published the groundbreaking scientific work A Mechanical Account of Poisons. In it, he described the effects of the tarantula bite:




Although the pain of its bite is at first no greater, than what is caused by the sting of a bee; yet the … patient within a few hours is seized with a violent sickness, … [and] in a short time expires; unless music be called to his assistance, which alone, without the help of medicine, performs the cure. For at the first sound of the musical instrument, although the sick lie, as it were, in an apoplectic fit, they begin by degrees to move their hands and feet; till at last they get up, and fall to dancing with wonderful vigour. At this sport they usually spend twelve hours a day, and it continues three or four days; by which time they are generally freed from all their symptoms.





As the master of the Royal College of Surgeons, Sir Charles Blicke (1745–1815) used ‘Plunket’s Caustic’ as a cancer cure. It was made from ‘crowsfoot, dog fennel, crude brimstone each of three middling thimblefuls and white arsenic the same quantity’. The recipe went on: ‘Beat well and mix in a mortar, and make into small balls the size of nutmegs, and dry in the sun.’ Although it probably would not have killed the patient – not right away, at least – it would certainly not have cured cancer. In 1772 Blicke published An Essay on the Bilou or Yellow Fever of Jamaica in which he mentions that – along with bleeding, purging, warm baths, fresh and acid drinks – water from the hot wells of Bristol should be sent to the West Indies as a curative.


Then there was Sir Hans Sloane (1660–1753), president of the Royal Society and founder of the British Museum. He sold a patent eye salve and advertised the beneficent effects of milk chocolate. He also wrote prescriptions containing centipedes and millipedes. One of his favourite cure-alls was viper’s both. Here is the recipe:




Take one living viper and remove the head, tail and viscera, excepting the heart and liver. Cut into little pieces and mix it with blood and add well-water twelve ounces. Put in a closed vessel, boil for two hours and strain, and the broth will be made.
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For legal reasons, readers of this book must be warned not to try any of the curious cures mentioned here at home. Even the ones that do not kill you or leave you debilitated for life are likely to be very unpleasant – particularly the viper’s both. Read them purely for entertainment. Remember that people in old England tried these radical and often revolting remedies because they were desperate back when, as Hobbes said, life was nasty, brutish and short. Just count your blessings that we live in a time when there are anaesthetics, antiseptics, painkillers, modern drugs, laboratories, regulatory authorities, teaching hospitals, well-trained doctors, skilled surgeons, autoclaves, drips, transfusions, transplants, monitors and the whole panoply of modern scientific medical equipment.
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[image: illustration]T SEEMS SHOCKING to us in the days of blood transfusions that doctors in old England thought that the cure for almost any condition – including blood loss – was to open a vein and let the gore flow forth. Bloodletting had been used as a therapy since ancient Egyptian times and the father of medicine, Hippocrates, who lived in Greece in the fifth and fourth centuries bc, recommended it.


Hippocrates developed a theory about why bleeding was good for you. He reckoned that health was regulated by the four humours – yellow bile, black bile, blood and phlegm. A person became ill when these humours got out of balance, hence the need for bleedings, purges, vomitings, sweatings and blisterings.


Blood, of course, was the most vital of the humours. It carried the spirit of the body. In ancient Rome, the blood of freshly slain gladiators was drunk as a tonic, and drinking blood was long thought to be the cure for consumption, as tuberculosis used to be known. However, this remedy could have dire consequences. In the eighteenth century, a physician reported that an epileptic girl who drank the blood of a cat to cure herself developed feline characteristics and went about screeching and climbing on roofs.


Taking sides


In the sixteenth century a debate raged over whether you should draw blood from the same side as the ailment, or the opposite side. This only ended with the discovery of the circulation of blood by William Harvey in 1616. Until then it had been assumed that blood ebbed and flowed like the tide.


The implication of Harvey’s discovery took some time to sink in. The famous English herbalist Nicholas Culpeper (1616–54) believed that a ‘hot’ liver, which produced sweet spittle and red urine, could be cured by bleeding the right arm. Followers of Ambroise Paré (1510–90) opened that same arm to stop bleeding from the left nostril. The veins of the feverish were opened to let the blood cool and women’s ankles were cut to bring on menstruation.
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How much?


The problem with bleeding was that no one was sure how much blood you should take. One eleventh-century doctor believed that you could safely drain four-fifths of a human’s blood. Generally, physicians continued to bleed a patient until they reached a point called ‘syncope’, when the patient would lose all sensation and faint, and the heartbeat would be weak. Today doctors would call that ‘shock’.


Despite Harvey’s discovery, bleeding was still widely used at the end of the eighteenth century. Rebellious old English colonist George Washington died the day after going out horseback riding in the snow. He was suffering from quinsy, or acute laryngitis which was treated with gargles of molasses, vinegar and butter, and a blister of cantharides – a preparation of dried beetles – which was placed against his throat. Meanwhile he was bled heavily four times, losing nine pints of blood in twenty-four hours. Not surprisingly, he died, aged 59 on 12 December 1799. It is not recorded whether his doctor was British.


Cupping


To make the blood flow more profusely, cupping was used. A small glass cup was heated over a flame to drive out some of the air and placed over the incision. As it cooled it created a partial vacuum, sucking the blood from the body. This was called wet cupping. In dry cupping, no incision was made and the partial vacuum under the cup was supposed to draw the disease out of the body through the pores. Dry cupping continued after the fashion for bleeding was over.


In the eighteenth century, cups were fitted with syringes to draw the air out. In the nineteenth century, rubber cups were used, as they were less fragile and easier to manipulate. In 1883 a device known as Juno’s Boot was patented. This was clamped around an entire limb, sealed and, by means of a pump and valve, a vacuum was created so that the whole of an arm or leg could be cupped at one time.
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Scarification


If one cut is good, more must be better. In scarification a series of small cuts was made in the skin to the depth of around an eighth of an inch.


Until the beginning of the sixteenth century, the cuts were made with a normal knife or scalpel. Then elaborate scarificators were made. They had between 12 and 20 spring-loaded blades which, when triggered, would cut a parallel grille of incisions. In 1813 a device was made that cut in different directions to produce a pretty latticework pattern. Scarificators were made in silver and ivory. They often came with a set of finely blown glass cups in a presentation set – the perfect gift for a medical man.


Blistering


Blistering was also used to divert the blood flow in the body in a number of inflammatory conditions. This was done by applying a mustard plaster or wax or resin mixed with cantharides – usually, Russian or Spanish flies. The irritation this causes first dilates the capillaries, drawing the blood to the skin. The blood plasma seeps out to form blisters, which can then be burst. This extremely unpleasant practice was ended when it was discovered that prolonged exposure to the cantharides damaged the kidneys.


Leech craft


Leeches were used as a method of bleeding. In the fourteenth century they were used to cure skin diseases; in the sixteenth for restoring menstruation. They were favoured over other methods of cutting when bleeding was required in sensitive areas such as around the eyes, in the mouth or on the sexual organs. Young brides also found them a useful cure for a prematurely misplaced maidenhead. On the wedding night, a leech was slipped into the vagina. When the eager groom entered the bride, he would dislodge the leech, producing a convincing deluge of blood, and everyone would be happy.


In normal use, the leech’s tail would be cut off so that it could continue sucking for a long time without getting full. The blood would be sucked in one end and dribble out of the other. Leeches would be applied all over for general bleeding purposes, or on the ear to cure earache or the throat for tonsillitis. Gout, whooping cough, tumours and even mental illness were all treated by the application of leeches. When used to treat inflammation of the anus, a thread would be tied to the leech’s tail to prevent it from disappearing all the way up the orifice. Varieties from Germany and Sweden were favoured as they were thought to be particularly voracious.


As leeches have a limited lifespan, artificial ones were made at the height of the leech craze between 1825 and 1840. The most famous was Heurteloup’s Artificial Leech. This punctured a hole in the skin in the shape of a leech bite and had a large syringe barrel to suck the blood out. However, the real ones were better as they provided their own anticoagulant and tended to be gentler than any artificial device.


The use of the medical leech Hirudo medicinalis fell out of fashion at the end of the nineteenth century, but in the 1960s they began to be used again when tissue was being grafted or severed body parts were being reattached. Leech saliva helps reestablish blood flow. It contains not just an anticoagulant, but also vasodilators that widen the blood vessels, an anaesthetic and a natural antibiotic. Leeches prevent blood clots from forming and blood from forming pools within the tissue.


Blood in the stars


Medical calendars, almanacs, tables and wheel charts for bloodletting were published in the Middle Ages. They depicted the signs of the zodiac, which related the bleeding of different parts of the body to different conjunctions of the planets. However, the thirteenth-century English philosopher Roger Bacon had a simple rule. He said that bloodletting ‘should be performed on a Saturday… on account of the malignity of Saturn who generates ill-fortune in all things’.


At the end of the fourteenth century, physicians were legally required to calculate the position of the moon before embarking on an operation. As late as the seventeenth century, many doctors doubled as astrologers and drew up individual charts that allied the parts of the body to certain star signs. The stars were thought to influence the strength and effectiveness of certain medicines and medical procedures. For example, a patient should not be bled when the moon was in the same sign as the body part being drained.
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All this was swept away by the Age of Reason. In the eighteenth century, people were bled regularly in the spring and autumn to ensure they were in peak condition to face the summer and winter.



Bloodthirsty pirates


Thomas Dover was well known in the eighteenth century as the ‘quicksilver doctor’, for his liberal use of mercury as a cure-all. He was also the progenitor of Dover’s Powder, which older readers might remember. Before he went into practice as a physician, Dover was a pirate, and in 1708 he commanded a privateer that sacked Guayaquil in Peru.


Pirate ships were overcrowded and unhealthy, so the young Dover had plenty of opportunity to hone his talents. During an epidemic on board, he bled 108 sailors. He took 100 ounces of blood from each of them. That’s nearly three litres, half the capacity of the human circulatory system. Few of them would have been up to much yo-ho-hoing after that. On the same voyage, incidentally, Dover rescued Alexander Selkirk from the Juan Fernandez Islands. Selkirk’s memoir of being marooned there provided the inspiration for Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe.


Bloodless Mary


Mary, Queen of Scots suffered from stomach ulcers throughout her life, particularly at times of stress. In 1566, when she was visiting her lover, the Earl of Bothwell, in Jedburgh and planning the murder of her husband, she vomited so much blood that it was feared her life was in danger. A certain Dr Arnault was called. Fortunately he did not hold with bleeding, which was nearing the height of its fashion. If he had favoured it, she would almost certainly have died. Instead he did the opposite. He tied off her limbs with bandages. This minimised the peripheral blood flow, increasing the flow to her heart and brain. He also increased her intake of fluid by getting her to drink wine.


After a month, Mary was well enough to travel back to Edinburgh, where her troublesome spouse was disposed of. But this was not the end of stress for Mary, as she had hoped. She was deposed and imprisoned. Later, after her supporters had been routed, she fled to England where, after 18 years of captivity, her ulcers were finally cured by radical surgery: she was brutally bled by an English axe man.
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[image: illustration]N OLD ENGLAND, powerful laxatives to purge the bowels and emetics to induce vomiting were used as cures for headaches, fever, bowel disorders, venereal disease, deafness and insanity. Such practices had a long provenance. The ancient Egyptians believed that regular defecation was so important to good health that they had specialists called ‘Shepherds of the Anus’. The pharaoh had his own personal rectal herdsman. The Greek writer Herodotus noted in the fifth century bc that ‘the Egyptians use laxatives three days in a row and care for their health through vomit inducers and enemas, because they are of the opinion that all human illness originates from meals they enjoyed’. The English were of much the same opinion, which explains why the cuisine of old England was so bad.
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Clearing the way


When treating a patient with any medicine, doctors in the eighteenth century commonly thought it sensible to paint on a fresh canvas, so they cleared out the system before they began. Purges and clysters, or enemas, were used to flush things downwards, while vomits and emetics brought them up. Doctors would examine the stool and bile closely before prescribing.


Don’t vomit


A medicine salesman named Tom Jones condemned doctors who ‘prescribed one sort of physick for all distempers, that is a vomit’. He satirised them in these words:




If a man bruises his elbow, take a vomit, says the doctor. If you have corns: take a vomit. If he has torn his coat: take a vomit. For the jaundice, fevers, flux, gripes, gout, stone and pox, nay even those distempers known only to my friend the famous Dr Tufts, whom you all know, as the hockogrocles, marthambles, the moon-pall and the strong-fives: take a vomit.





Tufts was a well-known quack who lived in the Three Compasses in Maiden Lane. It is amazing how many seventeenth-and eighteenth-century doctors seemed to live and practise in pubs. When Tufts arrived in London, he revealed that ‘after 40 years study, he hath discovered several strange diseases, for which (though as yet not known to the world) he had infallible cures’. ‘Now the names of these new distempers are,’ he said in a handbill:




THE STRONG FIVES, THE MOON PALL, THE MARTHAMBLES AND THE HOCKOGROCLE. Although the names, natures, symptoms and several cures of these new diseases are altogether unknown to our greatest physicians and the particular knowledge of them would (if conceal’d) be a vast advantage to the aforesaid person; yet he, well knowing that his country’s good is to be prefer’d to his private interest, doth hereby promise all sorts of people, a faithful cure of all any of the diseases aforesaid, at reasonable rates as our modern doctors have for that of any common distemper.





However, dear reader, if you find yourself coming down with the hockogrocles, marthambles, the moon-pall or the strong-fives, don’t bother consulting your GP or going to hospital. They won’t be able to do anything for you, as your condition will be a mystery to modern medical science.


Jones dismissed Tufts and other vomit-prescribing doctors as ‘tag-rag-assifetide-glister-pipe-doctors’, and then presented his own range of wares.


‘Now gentlemen, having given you a short account of this spurious race,’ he said:




I shall present you with my Cordial Pills, being the Tincture of the Sun. They cause all complexions to laugh or smile in the very taking of them, and cure all dizziness, dullness in the head and scurvy. My Incomparable Balsam heals all sores, curt and ulcers, old and new. The next I present you with is my Specifick, which certainly cures all agues in minutes. The last and most useful medicine prepared throughout the world is my Pulvis Catharticus. Its virtues are such, it will, equally with unicorn’s horn, expel the rankest poison, ’tis a perfect and speedy cure and fortifies the heart against all faintness.





Powdered unicorn horn was the ultimate cure-all in the seventeenth century. Elizabeth I, it was said, bought a unicorn horn that reputedly cost her £10,000. That’s £1.2 million in today’s money.


The Perpetual Pill


Most patent medicines such as those Jones was selling were made out of powerful laxatives. In the eighteenth century, antimony was used. Not only would this send you rushing to the bathroom, but it would also deliver you prematurely to the grave. Antimony has much the same effect on the body as arsenic.


Even so, some bright spark came up with the ‘Perpetual Pill’. It was a solid pellet of antimony. Once swallowed, it would pass right through the system. Recovered at the other end, it was washed off and used again.


Thankfully, the founder of Methodism John Wesley had a gentler remedy. As well as being an evangelist, he fancied himself as an amateur physician. While brother Charles was writing inspiring hymns, John wrote his medical bible, the Primitive Physic, first published in 1747. In it he recommended holding a puppy against the stomach as a cure for constipation.


The king of the purgers


It is certainly not a good idea to take a medicine that is going to kill you and plainly a doctor who makes up diseases with unknown symptoms can be dismissed as a quack. But surely a man who has healed himself can be trusted? One such was James Morison. His complaint? ‘Total want of sleep, constant beating and uneasiness about the heart, dejection, the feeling of something like a bar about the lower part of my breast, no relish for amusement, nor anything else, and costiveness’ – that is, constipation.


His condition was nothing if not persistent. ‘Thirty-five years of inexpressible suffering is an event which falls to the lot of a few, if any at all,’ he said. During those years, he ‘ran the gauntlet of all the remedies: change of air [he tried living in Germany, Bordeaux in France, the West Indies and on the Gulf of Riga in the Baltic], country amusements, anthelmintics [the expelling of parasitic worms from the intestine], mercurial and mineral purges, stomactics [medicines for diseases of the mouth] and bitters, port wine and beef steak, cold baths, chalybeates [water containing iron] and mineral water, mercury in all its shapes, salivation, valerian [a drug made from the root of heliotrope], ether, bark in abundance, laxative pills and diets’.


If that was not enough, ‘the truss maker was set to work. Steel jackets were made to spread out the bones of my chest.’ When this did not help, he went under the knife. On the advice of two physicians and two surgeons, he had his xiphisternum – the cartilaginous tip of the beast bone – removed. Afterwards Morison continued ‘struggling with disease, the powers of energy of life fast subsiding, the faculties becoming impaired and the sight becoming dim’.


By this time Morison was 52. He decided that he had suffered long enough and began to study pharmacy. Soon he concluded that all his symptoms were caused by the ‘bad humour’ his ‘stomach and bowels had diffused over his body’.


What he needed was violent purging, and he developed his ‘Vegetable Universal Compound, to purify the blood and systems’. It was a powerful laxative made from aloes, jalap, gamboges, colocynth, cream of tartar, myrrh and rhubarb. It was so powerful that after 12 months use he passed a ‘substance of a skinny, glutinous nature – four or five inches long, moulded like the gut, which descended from the mouth of the stomach, immediately below the place where the learned doctors and surgeons had begun their incision’.


Soon all of Morison’s symptoms disappeared, he said. So he fashioned his Vegetable Universal Compound into pills and sold them, using an illustration of the mysterious object he had passed as part of his advertising. His pills were so successful that he decided his cure must reach a wider audience than he could cater for alone. In 1828 he set up the British College of Health in Hamilton Place, King’s Cross, London, where he trained other practitioners in the art of purging.
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Morison’s principle was clear and straighforward. ‘It is impossible that there can be any real cure but by sound purging,’ he said. If two or three of his pills did not produce the required results, try 12 or 13 before bedtime. It was not uncommon for a hygeist to recommend doses of 15 or 20 pills at the onset of an illness. In Morisoniana, a collection of his writings published after his death, Morison wrote: ‘Patients have taken 30, 40 and 50 pills at a time in severe and urgent cases; and what was the consequence? Nothing but that they were sooner well.’


Others argued that overuse of the pills killed people. There were lawsuits. At one trial, a grocer swore on oath that he had taken 18,000 pills. The popularity of Morison’s pills was scarcely dented when, in 1836, a hygeist was actually convicted of manslaughter after a man who had come to him with rheumatism of the knee died following a course of treatment. The post-mortem revealed that ‘large and excessive quantities of pills’ were the cause of death. Even so, agents were sent out across the Continent and the Empire, peddling pills. In New York state alone, $150,000-worth of Morison’s pills were consumed.


Morison’s pills were even a cure for syphilis. ‘All persons acquainted with, and practising the use of Vegetable Universal Compound, will not have to dread the contagion of this disease,’ he said. ‘They will prevent and cure, if already caught.’


[image: illustration]


The ‘flesh brush’


Purging played an important part in Morison’s broader view of life as expressed in his papers Some Important Advice to the World and A Treatise on the Origin of Life, published by the British College of Health. Yet although Morison believed his purgative was a cure-all, even he knew there was one problem with it. It only worked internally. For the outside of the body what was required was a sound thrashing with a ‘flesh brush’. ‘This was the only external application the body requires,’ said Morison, ‘as the Vegetable Universal Medicine is the only internal one.’


This was very much in keeping with the times. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, flagellation was very much in vogue. Fashionable ladies joined spanking clubs as a way to enjoy a sexual frisson without risking pregnancy or venereal disease.


Men flocked to celebrity whippers. Even George IV was reported to have visited Mrs Collett in Tavistock Court. The most famous of these thrashers was Mrs Teresa Berkeley, who kept her famed ‘Berkeley Horse’ at 28 Charlotte Street. This was a padded trestle where gentlemen callers or ‘anyone with plenty of money could be birched, whipped, fustigated [cudgelled], scourged, needle-pricked, holly-brushed, furze-brushed [tormented with gorse], or phlebotomised [made to bleed], until he had had a bellyful’. It was, of course, therapeutic. Even John Wesley said that a good going over with a flesh brush brought roses to your cheeks.


Morison was persuaded of the efficacy of the flesh brush by Admiral Henry of Rolvenden in Kent, who had become ‘very infirm from rheumatism and other disorders, and accordingly he began beating and hammering all the parts affected with hard instruments made for the purpose’. This, apparently, cured him.


As if, with all those purges, Morison had not suffered enough, he soon found that the flesh brush ‘passed with a strong hand over every part of the body for a good while twice a day… prepares you for exercise and prevents fatigue’. It ‘loosens and detaches gummy humours under the skin and parts adjacent’. These are then carried off by the blood to the bowels, where they are removed by his vegetable cleansers. The problem was that Admiral Henry’s instruments were ‘all of a violent description, made out of bits of wood, but finding these excoriated the skin, bone was tried and answered the object in view’.


It seems to me that there are practical problems with being beaten while being fed powerful laxatives. Think of the mess. Nevertheless, titled patients wrote testimonials, saying how Morison’s remedies had cured them, their husbands and their maids. A petition was even delivered to Parliament asking for a select committee to be set up to evaluate the hygeian system in the interest of medical science.
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Later developments


It is said that Morison was reaching for his pills when he died at the age of 70 in 1840. He left £500,000 – £30 million at today’s prices – and was laid to rest in a huge family tomb in Kensal Green Cemetery. His portrait was hung in the National Portrait Gallery. There was a proposal to raise a monument to Morison in front of the British College of Health. Contributions were to be limited to one penny from all those who had benefited from taking his pills. In response, the weekly humorous magazine Punch suggested that a slab of monumental brass be laid in the English churchyard fullest of the patients Morison’s pills had killed.


The British College of Health long outlived Morison. In 1859 it published an enquiry into Morison’s hygeian system. This continued to extol the virtues of purgation, which was ‘destined to live and prosper, when allopathy [the curing of one disease by inducing another], homoeopathy, mesmerism and all other baseless systems shall have ceased to perplex and deceive suffering humanity’. By 1868 the seven principles of hygeism Morison had expounded in 1835 and been extended to 18.


Morisoniana sold over 110,000 copies at a shilling (5p) each when it was published 30 years after Morison’s death. In it, in a section headed ‘Perfecting the Human Race’, Morison wrote: ‘The hygeist and his agents have seen enough to convince them that, by their use of the Vegetable Universal Medicines, administered by parents to their children from birth, they will see their offspring healthy, beautiful and sprightly.’
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