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Introduction

The mad, like the poor, have always been with us. Madness runs like a watermark through the history of London, from the earliest times, when the city was little more than a ramshackle collection of huts along the banks of the tidal river. In those days, lost souls tormented by invisible voices or stricken with the falling sickness were tended by their uncomprehending families, medicated with tinctures distilled from bark and berries or blessed in some mysterious ritual by a tribal elder. When the Romans arrived in the first century AD, they treated their mad with remedies from the classical world, cold baths and purges, sleeping draughts infused from the poppy, even a primitive form of electric shock treatment using live eels (or powdered eel mixed with olive oil, where fresh eels were not available). The Romans also favoured trepanning, a primitive form of neurosurgery involving drilling a hole in the patient’s skull to let out the bad spirits. Many of these trepanned skulls have been recovered from the Thames, with bone tissue indicating that patients survived the operation, although we have no idea whether they recovered their wits after this dangerous procedure.

In Saxon times, the mad fared little better. Beating had become established as the standard treatment. It was believed this barbaric technique would exorcise the devils which caused mental illness. One account tells of a poor, ‘moon-sick’ individual found wandering the Roman Ridgeway, half naked, a clovewort tied round his neck by a red thread (the plant was believed to cure madness). As if he had not suffered enough, he was seized and given a good thrashing with a whip of porpoise hide.

Life for London’s mad should have improved during the mediaeval period, with hospitals developing as extensions of religious orders, but provision for sane and insane alike was erratic, and there was no overall responsibility for the mad. Those troubled in mind had to compete for beds with the lepers, the blind, the crippled, the toothless hags and the abandoned children, scrabbling for scraps of bread and cheese, a jug of ale and a bed of straw. But one of these sanctuaries went on to become synonymous with London and the mad. Bethlehem Hospital, or ‘Bethlem’ as it soon became in the Cockney argot, was founded in Bishopsgate in 1247, by Simon FitzMary, a shrewd politician with a passion for social justice, who rose from modest origins to become sheriff of London – twice. Simon had a particular veneration for the Blessed Virgin Mary and the Star of Bethlehem, believing that on one occasion the star had saved his life. Lost behind enemy lines during the Crusades, Simon had almost despaired when he saw the Star of Bethlehem shining in the night sky, enabling him to navigate safely back to his own camp.

Despite Simon’s intention to found a religious order devoted to his ideals, Bethlem fell into disrepute over the following centuries. The monks sold off land and the chapel roof fell in; Bethlem developed an appalling reputation and only the most desperate made their way to its battered wooden door. Bethlem became a byword for thieving, degeneracy and institutionalised corruption. One of the most notorious employees was Peter the Porter, who left his miserable charges to starve and shiver while he traded in their food and bedding. Peter’s wife, meantime, a terrifying old harpy, ran a pub on the premises patronised by the local low life: tramps, sluts and drunkards, disgraced ex-soldiers and beggars who crippled their own children.

The mad first came to Bethlem in the 1370s, after Richard II closed down the Stone House, a small hospital in Charing Cross, on the grounds that the residents were so noisy they disturbed his falcons. Conditions at Bethlem would have been primitive, little better than a ramshackle hovel built over two drains blocked with human excrement, but at least they offered a modicum of protection for those ill-equipped to deal with the hostile outside world.

By the mid-sixteenth century, Bethlem had become ‘Bedlam’, a byword for pandemonium. Bedlam was familiar to Shakespeare’s groundlings who knew all about madness: shoehorned into the Globe, they gawped at insane King Henry VI, clinically depressed Hamlet, besotted Ophelia and demented Lear, howling against the storm with a fool and Tom of Bedlam for company. Even the dancing bears on the South Bank referenced the madhouse: reminiscent of the inmates, with their lumbering gait and incoherent bellowing, the bears were christened ‘Bess’ and ‘Rose’ of Bedlam. Elizabethan dramatists toured the hospital, in search of inspiration. Madness became the English Disease (Hamlet, Prince of Denmark was to be sent to England because his own insanity would pass without comment there) and bizarre remedies for the condition abounded: herbal cures of borage and hellebore; leeching and vomiting; and even the suggestion that ‘a roasted mouse, eaten whole’ was a sterling cure for madness.

By the seventeenth century, Bethlem took on a more sinister role: it became a dumping ground for political prisoners, such as the Colchester weaver Richard Farnham, who claimed to be Jesus Christ and had gathered considerable support when he tried to overthrow Charles I and seize power. Too popular to execute, incarceration in Bethlem kept him out of harm’s way without making him a martyr. In 1607, Bartholomew Helston went around London claiming to be the son of Mary, Queen of Scots. He ended up in Bethlem on the grounds that he was violently disturbed – or because he represented a real hazard to the monarchy.

Against all odds, Bethlem survived. The Bishopsgate building endured the Civil War, the Great Plague of 1665 and the Fire of London a year later, after which the hospital’s governors realised that it needed a new home. In 1676 ‘New Bedlam’ opened in Moorfields, with patients transferred to a ‘palace beautiful’ designed by the genius polymath Robert Hooke. Soon this magnificent building, reminiscent of Versailles, became a freak show and a pickup joint, with visitors crowding in to view the lunatics every holiday. Bethlem became, for the nation’s satirists, a ‘mirror of madness’ reflecting the city’s disordered psyche, designed by the city fathers as an asylum for their own impending insanity. And, by the eighteenth century, it did seem as if London was going mad. The witty Jonathan Swift suggested that politicians and generals be recruited from Bethlem as they could not be any more insane than the ones currently in charge. The establishment itself was riddled with insanity. Cartoonists of the day depicted leading politicians such as Charles James Fox raving in a straitjacket. Pitt the Elder suffered such a severe breakdown that he became a recluse in his Hampstead mansion. He could bear to see nobody: the sound of a child’s voice would drive him to fury and meals had to be delivered on a tray through a hatch in the bedroom door. The king himself, George III, went spectacularly mad, and his insanity became public knowledge despite the best efforts of his advisers. The world of culture was not immune: Jonathan Swift succumbed to madness, the curmudgeonly Samuel Johnson battled with depression, and the dreamer William Blake witnessed angels in Peckham Rye and concluded that London itself was driving its citizens crazy. The prospect of total anarchy threatened as attempts were made on the life of the king. Unemployed seamstress Margaret Nicholson, reduced to penury and crossed in love, attacked George III with a dessert knife. The king was shrewd enough to recognise this as a cry for help and Margaret escaped capital punishment, although she spent the rest of her life in Bethlem, a model patient with a passion for snuff. Margaret presented less of a challenge to the status quo than Lord George Gordon, whose rioters, 50,000 strong, marched on Parliament and burst into the House of Commons. Under the leadership of the erratic anti-Papist, the rioters laid waste to London and reduced it to anarchy for a week, torching Newgate gaol and threatening to liberate Bethlem. In a final, appalling act before they surrendered to the militia, the rioters set fire to a distillery and men, women and even children died in agony after drinking from rivers of flaming alcohol as it ran down the gutters.

It was against this background that the first proper asylums were introduced into Britain. Asylums had originated in France in the seventeenth century, under the influence of Louis XIV, who, during the 1660s, locked up anyone likely to oppose him in a giant police operation described by Foucault as ‘the Great Confinement’, when over 6,000 people were incarcerated in the Hôpital Général. The practice of building asylums soon spread across Europe (and later to the United States). On one level, these institutions symbolised progress, and the ‘therapeutic optimism’ with which eighteenth-century scientists believed they could ‘cure’ the mad; on another, asylums were instruments of social control, prisons disguised as hospitals, where the poor and incurable could be swept out of sight. This led to the establishment of asylums such as St Luke’s in London and Hanwell in Middlesex which were founded under the County Asylums Act, 1808, an early form of social welfare. The foundation of these hospitals marked the start of psychiatric medicine, as we know it, with pioneering visionaries such as William Battie (who gave his name to a slang term for the mad). Battie believed that madness could, and would, respond to treatment, unlike his rival, Dr John Monro, the suave, silk-hatted society doctor and trader in lunacy whose descendants were to dominate Bethlem Hospital for four generations. Under the Monro dynasty, Bethlem was to become notorious. During the nineteenth century, the hospital’s reputation was rocked by scandals: William Norris, an American marine, was kept chained up for twelve years in such confined conditions that he died when his intestines burst as a result of constipated bowels; young Hannah Hyson died within days of being rescued by her father from Bethlem, her body covered in scabs and her knuckles red raw where she had crawled about her cell on her hands and knees. Ann Morley, a former patient at Bethlem, was admitted to Northampton Asylum in a skeletally weak condition, incontinent, prolapsed and close to death. Upon recovery, she testified to being punched in the face by a bad-tempered nurse called Black Sall (the name referred to Sall’s moods), hosed down with freezing water and being made to sleep naked on straw in a cellar. It was only with the arrival of William Charles Hood, in 1853, that Bethlem began its long process of reform, and even after this date episodes of cruelty and neglect surfaced, with a high suicide rate attracting press coverage in the 1880s. By the turn of the century, Bethlem had undergone a transformation: pauper lunatics had been banished to the great asylums on the fringes of London; the worried well and the shabby genteel, driven to madness by the pressures of middle-class life, inhabited a comfortable asylum that appeared, at first glance, more like a Pall Mall club than a psychiatric institution. In 1930, the hospital was relocated to Kent, while the imposing Victorian building in Southwark, with its distinctive pumpkin-shaped dome, took on a new role as the Imperial War Museum.

*

For all its trials and tribulations, its reputation as a byword for horror and chaos, Bethlem has still benefited generations of Londoners. This is the story of Bethlem, in fact and fiction, from 1247 to the present day, from Bishopsgate hovel to the ‘palace beautiful’ in Moorfields, to the imposing Victorian building in Lambeth. I am by no means the first to chronicle Bethlem’s vivid history. In 1914, the Reverend Geoffrey O’Donoghue, the hospital chaplain, published his History of Bethlehem Hospital, an eccentric and some would say fantastic rendering of the institution’s story which started as a series of articles for Under the Dome, the hospital’s magazine. Never afraid to let the facts get in the way of a good story, O’Donoghue serves as a flamboyant guide to Bethlem; he is genial and colourful, an inspiration but sometimes an irritation, steeped in the prejudices of his age.
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‘Bedlam’ goes Hollywood: a poster for the 1940s shocker starring Boris Karloff as a sinister medical superintendent.



In donning the Reverend’s mantle, I have retained the use of the term ‘mad’ for Bethlem’s residents. The term ‘mad’ is not intended to cause offence, but to reflect the generic use of the word, reserving explicit clinical terms for the appropriate context. By the same token, the specific institution of Bethlehem Hospital is referred to as ‘Bethlem’, to distinguish between the actual hospital and the social construct of ‘Bedlam’, a place of madness.

My own interest in Bethlem and madness came from a number of sources; the onomatopoeic clangour of the word ‘Bedlam’ itself, suggesting an infernal din, like a bedstead falling downstairs, somehow echoed in the vast Victorian asylum near my childhood home, and its noisy but harmless residents, who occasionally spilled out into the streets, weeping and shouting. A preoccupation with literary madness, from the terrifying first Mrs Rochester in Jane Eyre to the mad poets John Clare and Kit Smart; a lurid movie from the 1940s, starring Boris Karloff as the sinister medical director of ‘Bedlam’, whose destiny is to be walled up alive by his long-suffering patients; leafing through Sigmund Freud, R. D. Laing, and Anthony Storr, in early attempts to make sense of my parents’ friends, so many of whom seemed vulnerable to mental health problems; a doomed relationship with a young man whose life was blighted by severe mental illness, despite all the efforts of his family and his doctors; and, finally, from my own experiences of bereavement and depression. Mental illness is no respecter of persons: we are all vulnerable, ourselves and those close to us. This is why this book is for all whose lives are touched by madness.


[image: image]

FOUNDATION

Bishopsgate, London, circa 1377: outside St Botolph’s Church a herbalist plied his trade in natural remedies, wrapped in scraps of parchment. Suddenly, the sound of shouting reached the gate, and his customers deserted him as they rushed off to discover the source of the uproar. They were confronted with the clank of chains and the swish of whips as the latest residents arrived. For the first time, those diseased in brain or nerve were coming to Bethlem. Pitiless, the crowd watched the poor, miserable wretches; they threw mud and jeered, letting rip with volleys of abuse and profanity.

But how did this come to pass? Why were London’s mad being herded to one small priory, to seek asylum in the straw? To answer this question, we must travel back in time, long ago and far away, to Palestine, to be precise. The name ‘Bethlem’ is a contraction of ‘Bethlehem’. From the Hebrew, it means ‘House of Bread’ or refuge. The original ‘Bethlem’ was the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem, which still stands on Manger Square, five miles from Jerusalem. Built over a grotto where Mary was said to have given birth to Jesus, the area became associated with the fourth-century saints Jerome (c. 342–420) and Paula (347–404). St Paula built a hostelry for pilgrims close to the basilica, thus beginning Bethlehem’s long association with the care of the sick and the poor.

For 600 years, Jews, Muslims and Christians lived peacefully together, until the Crusades, inspired by the Pope’s orders to seize Jerusalem from its Arab rulers. As European forces slaughtered Jews and Muslims alike, Saladin, Sultan of Egypt and Syria, began his assault on Jerusalem in 1187. When the crusaders were beaten at the battle of Tiberias, the bishops, canons and priests were driven away from Bethlehem. By 1217, not a single priest dared stay there. In 1224, Regnier, its bishop, sought sanctuary in France, at Clamecy. Seized and fought over by Christian and Muslim forces alike, it was miraculous that the structure of the Church of the Nativity withstood the onslaught. But, in 1229, some of the clerics had the temerity to steal back to Bethlehem and take up residence once more. Their presence was tolerated by Muslim rulers who recognised that the church was a shrine, a golden goose that brought tourist revenue from the pilgrims who flocked to Christ’s birthplace.

One of the first clerics to return to the Church of the Nativity was a bishop, ‘John the Roman’. Unfortunately, John proved to be a bad influence, the first in a long line of Bethlem’s corrupt officials. In complicity with the canons, John sold off all the property of his see, the houses, castles, indulgences (documents permitting ‘remission from sin’) and a number of precious holy relics, spoils from the sacking of Constantinople in 1204, including the hammer and a nail allegedly used in the crucifixion of Jesus, and a hand from the body of St Thomas the Apostle. The haul also included some relics from the Church of the Nativity. Centuries later, in 1869, during the excavation of an ancient cloister which formed part of the Franciscan church of Bethlehem, archaeologists disinterred a pair of chandeliers and two copper basins dating from the twelfth century. The base of each chandelier was inscribed: ‘Cursed be he who removes me from the place of the Holy Nativity, Bethlehem.’ History does not tell us whether John the Roman was the recipient of that curse, but it is tempting to speculate that Bethlem’s troubled past might have originated with that imprecation. The items themselves may have been returned by Goffredo di Prefetti, bishop elect of Bethlehem, in his capacity as the Pope’s roving eye. In 1245, Goffredo had taken it upon himself to redeem as much of the treasure and property of the basilica as was still for sale. John the Roman was condemned by the Pope, who declared all his property dealings to be invalid, but it was too late. All the money had been dissipated, and the Church of the Nativity lay on the roadside, stripped of its dignity, as if it had fallen among thieves. Meanwhile, the ‘Bethlemites’ dispersed, to Italy, to France and subsequently to England, founding hospitals and churches.1

The remaining chapter appealed to Pope Innocent IV for help. The Pope responded by composing an encyclical to be circulated throughout Italy, England and Scotland. Designed to be read aloud at Mass, it commanded his flock, from archbishops and bishops to abbots and priors, and all the faithful to welcome the Bethlemites, who were dedicated to offering shelter to the poor, the sick and the homeless. The Pope decreed that Bethlemite brothers should be allowed to address the congregations and ask for alms. In addition, any citizen who donated large sums of money to the Bethlemite order was guaranteed forty days reduction of his penances.2

*

Two years later, this encyclical reached London. Among those who listened reverently, at St John’s, Walbrook, was a wealthy alderman and former sheriff of London. His name was Simon FitzMary and he was to become the founder of Bethlehem Hospital.

Twice sheriff of London, Simon FitzMary was rich and influential both on the streets of London and at the court of King Henry III. He appears in the cartulary of the Holy Trinity, Aldgate, as an alderman in 1249 and 1250, was associated with the parish of St John, Walbrook and had an estate in Bishopsgate.3 But little is known of his origins; indeed, his mysterious background evokes Bede’s comparison of the passage of a man’s life with the flight of a single sparrow through a chieftain’s banqueting hall. As the king and his men sit by the blazing fire, and the wind howls without, a sparrow flies swiftly through the house, entering at one door and passing out through the other. In the same way, the life of a man is visible for a time, but as to what follows or what went before, we know nothing. This could well be a description of Simon FitzMary. Emerging briefly from the shadows into the light and warmth of history, he glimmers and is gone, disappearing once more into darkness. But he was clearly a man of wealth and influence, able to donate one estate and purchase another within a year. A conveyance in the Public Record Office shows him buying thirty-five acres of land for £20 in the village of Shoreditch. One explanation for Simon’s mysterious background lies in his actual name: ‘fitz’ means ‘son of’ but FitzMary is in fact a matronymic (i.e. derived from his mother’s Christian name) which commonly denoted illegitimate birth (as in Martin FitzAlice, alderman of St Michael’s, Paternoster Royal, in 1281). Earlier historians assumed that Simon’s father was unknown,4 but recent research suggests that he was one Walter of Fulham, with whom Simon held some property in Bread Street, and he was related either by blood or marriage to a wealthy London family called the Baluns. The picture suggests a family of moderate status, with aspirations to greater things.5 Simon appears to have been married twice, to a woman called Avice in 1241 and subsequently to an Edith, in Leicestershire. There are no immediate references to children – for instance, in the deed poll of the foundation of Bethlehem, he requests that masses be sung for the souls of his departed ancestors and descendants, and for his friends Guy of Marlow, John Durant, Ralph Anway, of Matilda, Margery and for Dionysia their wives, but no mention is made of children.

Whoever his father may have been, Simon appeared devoted both to the memory of his own mother, and to the Church of Bethlehem, ‘where the same Virgin brought forth her first born son, our Incarnate Saviour, Jesus Christ, and fed him as he lay in the manger with her own milk, where too, the author of our salvation and the King of kings was pleased to be worshipped by kings [the wise men], before whom went a new star.’6

Simon may have owed his life to that star, following an incident during the Crusades. Legend has it that, one pitch-black night, he was lost, and panicked as he realised he could easily stumble into Saladin’s clutches. Then, a bright star appeared over Bethlehem, just like the one which led the three wise men to the birthplace of the infant Jesus, and guided him safely back to his own camp. This star was the inspiration for the motif that appears on the hospital’s crest to this very day.

Although little is known of Simon’s private life, there are plenty of references to his public one as a man of the people, for the people, whose illegitimate birth gave him a motive for espousing the cause of the craftsmen against the mercantile oligarchy. One contemporary account tells of Simon setting off from his mansion to ride to Westminster, to lobby Henry III on behalf of the craftsmen, who felt they were paying unfairly high taxes. After riding through filthy streets, past the overflowing gutters and the rubbish thrown from unglazed windows to the swine which roamed free below, Simon was mobbed by admirers. ‘You have been harshly oppressed by the mighty,’ he told them, ‘and felt the hard hand of those who spare themselves and spoil the poor. I go to see your lord, the king, who will be the saviour of poor men. Rejoice in him, for your time of redemption draws near.’7

By now riotous, the procession made its way between the market stalls of Cheapside to the New Gate, accompanied by tumult and shouting. But according to Arnold FitzThedmar, the aristocratic diarist who recorded these events for posterity, Simon was playing a dangerous game, manipulating voters to elect him as sheriff whilst bribing King Henry.

At this point in London’s history, there were two factions: the patrician burghers, men of wealth and family, and the traders and artisans, who believed they paid more than their fair share of taxes. The power rested in the hands of the ruling class; they were supposed to govern with the consent of the people, but craftsmen frequently complained that they had no voice. Simultaneously, King Henry III made insatiable demands to fund his programme of construction projects, including the rebuilding of Westminster Abbey, which began in 1245. The ruling families were beginning to protest at the king’s financial demands; even Simon FitzMary appears to have sided with them, refusing to pay the king some of the money he demanded. According to records at the Guildhall, during both his periods of office as sheriff (1235–6 and 1246–7) he failed to pay the whole of his tax into the Exchequer, and was fined £20 on the first occasion. On the second, he was arrested.

Henry III wanted to humiliate the aristocracy, who were refusing to pay the additional taxes he demanded, and to extort every penny he could from Londoners. To this end, he triangulated the situation by playing one party off against the other, while waiting for the opportunity to overthrow the city’s liberties altogether. Henry appears to have been assisted in this by Simon, who may have gained a reputation as the people’s champion, but was regarded by his fellow aldermen as a tool of the king. FitzThedmar described him as a traitor to the city: ‘He has bribed the king; he has fomented an artificial law-suit, so that the King might intervene as a Court of Appeal against the jurisdiction and privileges of London. He has oppressed the re-election of a member of one of the ruling families as sheriff, shouting that he was a “perjurer”. And there were also many evil and detestable actions, of which he had been secretly guilty against the franchises of the city.’8 As a result, in 1248, the mayor, who was willing to side with the king in order to get rid of a popular agitator, deprived Simon of his aldermanry; the men of his ward selected Alexander the ironmonger, from Shoreditch, in his place.

*

After this brief appearance in the records, Simon vanishes from history again, passing swiftly out by the other door, leaving conflicting images of a benevolent populist, a pious founder of Bethlehem hospital and a shifty London politician. One source suggests he may have retired to Leicestershire and married a second wife, Edith.10 However, one other reference to Simon throws light on his mysterious personality. This is an incidental allusion to him on the cartulary of Holy Trinity Priory, Aldgate, which shows him in a more favourable light. According to this record, one Osbert, rector of St Mary Bothaw, near St Paul’s Churchyard, donated land to Bermondsey Abbey, an act witnessed by Simon with his signature in 1248. Osbert was descended from an aristocratic family noted for good works: an ancestor, William FitzOsbert, notorious for sporting a long beard in defiance of Norman convention, died as a martyr in 1196, for a cause that we would now term civil rights. Deserting his own class, FitzOsbert gathered the workers to his standard, maintaining that he would go to King Richard I and expose the selfishness and corruption of the aldermen. Instead, he was dragged out of the church where he had taken sanctuary and hanged under the elms at Smithfield for his trouble, in full view of his wife. But the people believed him to be a saint, and women spent nights praying at the scene of his execution. Despite the archbishop’s attempts to suppress them, reports soon broke out of miracles, of the sick being cured by contact with his chains and clothes. Memories of his martyrdom and teaching survived: it is possible they inspired Simon FitzMary to follow the example of a man whose career and convictions in so many ways resembled his own; and they may have been a link between him and the Osbert of the document.9

Whatever the original source of his inspiration, Simon FitzMary was sufficiently motivated to hand over his estate to the bishop of Bethlehem, to establish a priory, with canons, brothers and sisters.10 The ceremony took place on Wednesday, 23 October 1247. Just outside Bishopsgate (so called because Bishop Erkenwald built a gate there in 685), craftsmen in leather jackets were listening to a chantry priest, who was urging them to rally round Simon FitzMary. O’Donoghue, Bethlem’s Edwardian historian, draws a vivid picture of the scene: from the kennels across the marshes of Moorfields drifted the yelping of hounds, which were to draw a fox in Marylebone that afternoon. The procession of clerics set off with Goffredo de Prefetti, bishop elect of Bethlehem and papal troubleshooter, at its centre, carrying a phial of blood, believed to be that of Christ, and sent by the Templars. Incense wafted through the air and holy water sparkled as the priests consecrated the boundaries of the ground that Simon had donated. It was a land of orchards and gardens, of ditches and marshes. To the east was the highway into Essex; to the south, St Botolph’s Church; to the west, reeds grew beside the sluggish stream of Depeditch, which broadened out to meet the waters of the Walbrook; to the north lay the estate of Ralph Dunning, a local worthy. Beneath the land lay the remains of a Roman cemetery. A makeshift altar had been set up until the priory church itself could be built. The phial of blood was placed upon the altar; it was anointed with holy oils, and the sign of the cross executed in the smoke from the censer. On his knees, Simon FitzMary offered the land to the worship of the glorious Virgin Mary of Bethlehem, for the foundation of a religious institution there, free from all secular control, governed by canons and priors and sisters and brothers, who were to wear upon their mantles the badge of a star. This institution, like many others, would become a prototype hospital, dedicated to Christian charity, including the care of the homeless, the sick and the aged. Simon may have been operating for a variety of motives: he was eager to placate Henry, and improve his standing; on a spiritual level, he knew that if he gave land for a priory the gesture would curtail his time in Purgatory and lead to the salvation of his eternal soul.

Simon’s decision was immortalised in ‘The Ballad of John the Roman’: the title refers, of course, to the infamous bishop who sold off so much of the see of Bethlehem in the first place:


Good people all, come hear me now,

Till John the Roman’s guilt be told,

And how he broke his priestly vow,

And Judas-like his Master sold.

Castles and lands and relics bless’d

He seized, he stole. He scattered them,

And sore despoiled, and sore oppress’d,

The holy Church of Bethlehem.

Yet out of evil good shall come –

Adoremus Dominum.

For, as FitzMary knelt to pray,

An angel whispered in his ear

‘The Holy Land is far away,

Prepare another Manger here.

Build you a second House of Bread

In this fair city of renown,

And God His Son,’ the angel said,

‘Shall come to dwell in London Town.’

So spake the angel, bending low

Reddens laudes Domino.

From earth to heaven the righteous win,

And from base clay sweet flowers arise,

As Eve’s offence and Adam’s sin

Brought God His Son from out the skies.

So John the Roman’s evil deed

Touched good FitzMary’s heart to grace,

And, where the sick find care at need,

The Lord shall make His dwelling-place.

Wherefore let it merry be:

Gloria Tibi, Domine!11



It is centuries now since masses were sung for Bethlem’s founder. Simon FitzMary’s tomb by the high altar did not survive its removal to St Thomas’s, Southwark, in 1800. While Simon’s original donation of land went on to bear dividends centuries after his death, he was long forgotten. For, although Rahere, the court jester and founder of St Bartholomew’s Hospital, was commemorated in Rahere ward and Rahere Street, there was neither a ward in Bethlem nor a tablet in Bishopsgate to perpetuate the memory of Simon FitzMary, twice sheriff of London and champion of the craftsmen. Perhaps this brief account of Simon’s life will serve to bring out of darkness and oblivion into the light of day the true founder of Bethlem.

*

For the next 100 years, between 1247 and 1346, there is little mention of the priory. It is a dark period, referred to by O’Donoghue, with good reason, as a century of silence and disaster, during which, on three separate occasions, the death crier, in his gruesome livery, rang his bell outside Bethlem and exhorted Londoners to pray for the departed souls of Henry III, Edward I and Edward II. Despite the fact that Bethlem occupied a valuable piece of real estate, the brothers were desperately short of funds. The revenues of the order were insufficient to maintain the work of a hospital, however modest the demands – patients were offered little more than bread, cheese, ale and fresh straw – and they were forced to travel the country begging, a practice that was acceptable at the time. Half a dozen licences were issued to the brothers by Edward III, one of which, dating from 1329, is the first document in which the word ‘hospital’ is applied to Bethlem. The licence recommends that the clergy extend a kindly welcome to anyone from Bethlem who appears before them to gather alms.12

There are few references to Bethlem during the fourteenth century, a fact which O’Donoghue interpreted as an ‘ominous silence’, portending a tragedy which lay buried in the innocent phrases of the official calendar. ‘As I translated the whole of the original, I felt as if I was reading the diary of those who sat through the long vigil of the night by the bedside of a sufferer, stripped of everything, abandoned by nearly everybody, and, as it seemed, at the point of death.’13

This document is a petition, presented to the mayor and aldermen in 1346 by the master, Brother John Matthew de Norton, and brethren of the order of knighthood of the Blessed Mary of Bethlehem, pleading to be taken under the protection of the City of London. It reveals a century of poverty and neglect, hardship and failure, during which the hospital was unable to administer its own affairs or maintain its brothers. With Simon FitzMary now long dead, there was nobody to watch over it. Worse still, it appears that Bethlem had already acquired the lurid reputation which would endure for centuries. The hospital seems to have been plundered by the bishop of Bethlehem, by the king, by discharged soldiers, tramps and thieves and descended into chaos and dissipation where there should have been discipline, supervision, economy and a ledger.14 The result was that by 1346, the hospital had suffered a century of failure and was completely destitute. Every day in the past hundred years, a steady stream of the poor and the sick had flowed through Bishopsgate, but such was its dreadful reputation that they hurried past and on to the convent of St Mary Spital, lower down on the right.15

Given these appalling circumstances, the brothers threw themselves on the mercy of the City of London. Their appeal met with a favourable response, and on 20 October 1346, the mayor and aldermen of the City of London agreed to take Bethlem under their protection. In return for acting as governors, they were given certain privileges at the hospital, including being remembered in the order’s prayers for all time. This ensured that ‘by the perishable memorial of written names they might be written in the pages of the heavenly book’.16 The benefactors were gratified to know that on their anniversaries their names would be recited at early Mass, laid upon the altar, and commended to the mercy of God.

The mayor and the aldermen were not only good businessmen, they were also devout and generous. They contributed to the building of a new chapel, to replace the one which had fallen down during the hospital’s period of neglect; they carried out religious observations, lighting candles in the oratory, and the hospital was remembered in their wills. In 1361, the will of one John Nasing, a brewer, specified that the ceremonial knives attached to his girdle be sold, and half the proceeds donated to the ‘new work of the church of St Mary de Bedelem [sic]’.17 In 1378, John of Croydon, sheriff and fishmonger, sat down to make his will, giving serious consideration to who would inherit his ‘Norfolk bedstead’, a top luxury item of the day, and the bed itself, which was embroidered with dolphins in tapestry.18 Having done this, he left money to the lepers in the ‘lazar house’ and to the prisoners of Newgate to pray for his soul, the theory being that the greater the suffering of the prisoners, the more effective their prayers. As the priest murmured the Last Rites, John would have had the comfort of knowing his name would live for evermore.

However, just as it seemed as if the future of Bethlem was assured, fresh storm clouds gathered on the horizon. In England, the Black Death of 1348 presaged tragedy for the hospital, as it did for the whole of London and beyond. The angel of death spread his wings to the blast of some battlefield in China, and breathed as he passed over England plague, famine and disaster. A monk of Bethlem went out with hawk and hounds to hunt in Lambeth marshes, and his hounds returned alone. In the chapel, benefactors were struck down in the act of lighting candles to Our Lady of Bethlem. One again, Bethlem faced an uncertain future, but salvation was to come from an unexpected source: the despised, the broken and the lonely: the mad.


[image: image]

MEDIAEVAL MADNESS AND MEDICINE

By the fourteenth century, London clearly needed specific provision for the mad. In 1369, Robert Denton, a chaplain, had obtained a royal licence to found a hospital in honour of the Virgin Mary in the parish of All Hallows Barking, near the Tower. This was intended to be for priests and others, men and women, who ‘suddenly fell into a frenzy and lost their memories, until such time as they should recover’. But this plan did not go ahead. Instead, Denton diverted his funds to endow a chantry. Denton may have been advised to do this, given that Bethlem was beginning to serve the purpose instead.

The new arrivals at Bethlem had been transferred from the Stone House, an establishment which became the property of Bethlem in the late 1370s. The Stone House was at Charing Cross, on land owned by Bethlem which had been farmed out in a bid to raise money for the hospital. At that period of London’s history, a house built of stone would have belonged to a religious community (the laity lived in houses built of wood and rubble). It may have been a chantry chapel, where Masses would have been said for the soul of Queen Eleanor, wife of Edward I. A cross erected to her memory by her grieving husband stood nearby, the origin of the district’s name: ‘Chère Reine’. It is possible that the brothers at the Stone House devoted themselves to the care of the insane, because in those days, the fields of St Martin’s were regarded as remote enough from the centre of London for the mad not to pose a risk. Other isolation hospitals were nearby, such as the leper houses, which stood on sites later covered by St James’s Palace and St Giles, Holborn.

According to the historian John Stow, writing in 1603, the Stone House in St Martin in the Fields was: ‘an house wherein sometime were distraught and lunatike people, of what antiquity founded, or by whom, I have not read’. Another source, from 1632, confirms Stow’s account: ‘it was sometimes employed for the harbouring of mad and distracted persons, before such time as they were removed to the present hospital of Bethlehem, without Bishopsgate’.1

Given that the fields of St Martin’s were considered suitable for the mad, one wonders why they had to be moved at all. It appears that their relocation was the result of a mediaeval form of ‘nimbyism’; according to Stow, ‘sometime a king of England, not liking such a kind of people to remain so near his palace, caused them to be removed further off to Bethlem without Bishopsgate’.2 Richard II ordered the removal of the mad from the Stone House around 1377. A record from 1632 states: ‘when the hospital was first employed to the use of distracted persons appeareth not’. The first mention we find of Bethlem being employed so was in the late 1370s at the beginning of the reign of Richard II. An inventory from 1398 included ‘four pair of manacles, eleven chains of iron, six locks and keys, and two pair of stocks’ – all the equipment associated with the care of the mad at that time – and another source states that in 1403 Bethlem was entrusted with the care of ‘six men who had lost their reason’ (sex viri mente capti).3

Other neighbours were also uncomfortable with the proximity of those of disturbed mind. The Stone House was adjacent to the mews where the king’s falcons were kept. Sir Simon Burley, master of the king’s falcons, had submitted large expense claims for refitting the mews house and for his ‘wardrobe’. Was Sir Simon, irritated by the noise after appointing his mews so lavishly, influential in the relocation of the raging inmates, away from him, his falconers and his birds?

A more sympathetic witness to the dramatic appearance of the mad at Bethlem would have been William Langland (c. 1330–c. 1387), who lived in a ramshackle cottage in the Cornhill, not far from Bishopsgate. ‘Long Wille’ had drifted up to London from the West Midlands, and scratched a living copying out legal documents and singing Masses while he revised his Vision Concerning Piers the Plowman. Dreamer, preacher, satirist, eccentric and emaciated in his shabby brown robe, Wille himself was regarded as half mad by many, particularly his wife, Kytte. According to her, his reason waxed and waned until most people took him for a fool, and he became so preoccupied with his writing that he refused to doff the cap to authority – a form of insurrection which could have lethal consequences in the political climate of the time. Sometimes, driven to distraction herself, Kytte actually wished that her husband was already in heaven. But Long Wille empathised with the lunatics of his day:


They care not for cold, and they reck [care] not of heat; they carry no money, nor even bags to beg with; and they salute no man by the way, reverencing not even a mayor more than another. They are all more or less mad according to the age of the moon. But surely they walk the roads in the spirit and guise of the apostles and disciples of Christ. Does not the Holy Book teach us that we ought to receive into our houses the poor and the wanderer? Ye rich are ready to entertain fools and minstrels, and to put with all they say. Much more should ye welcome and help lunatic lollers [layabouts], who are God’s minstrels and merry-mouthed jesters.4



Wille’s description summarises many contemporary ideas about madness. One preconception, which endured into the nineteenth century, was that the mad constituted a lesser class of humanity. Like brute beasts, they were deemed insensitive to heat or cold, making their physical abuse acceptable. Then there is the reference to the moon (the term ‘lunatic’ derives from luna, the Latin word for moon). Many writers, from antiquity onwards, maintained that the mad were directly affected by the phases of the moon, with the full moon being the cause of the greatest agitation.

A diagnosis of ‘madness’ covered a broad spectrum of conditions in the mediaeval period. An observer from 1377 would have found it difficult to distinguish between the symptoms of epilepsy or ‘the falling sickness’, learning difficulties, dementia (caused in some cases by venereal disease) and hydrophobia, a symptom of rabies. There was no public responsibility for the mad, and as a result, the afflicted faced an uncertain future, left to rely upon their families, if they were equal to the task, or throw themselves upon a number of small hospitals, such as Bethlem, where they had to compete for treatment with the poor, the aged and the physically sick.

Many found themselves shunned by society, consigned to a rootless existence. As the historian Andrew Scull has noted, the deranged beggar was a familiar part of the mediaeval landscape, drifting from community to community in search of alms, any livelihood or possessions long lost, along with their sanity.5 Those that were incarcerated, such as the motley crew shuffling towards Bethlem on that morning in 1377, would have been physically restrained after being accounted a danger to society. These patients were the lucky ones. Others, having committed some heinous crime under the influence of their disorder, would have been summarily executed, and left to rot in a gibbet at the crossroads.

Fear of the mad and distaste for their visible presence co-existed alongside the religious imperative to care for the sick, whether they were sick in mind or body. Andrews reminds us that: ‘attitudes generally were mixed. On the one hand, madness and afflictions like epilepsy could provoke a superstitious horror or moral condemnation. On the other, Bethlem’s benefactors often displayed a tender care for the inmates’ welfare which seems not simply to be a consequence of the benefactors’ anxiety to minimise the time they spent in Purgatory.’ 6 The valuable contribution made by those caring for the mad received some official recognition, with attendants excused from jury service because they could not leave their patients. In 1436, one William Mawere, citizen and tailor, was exempted from jury service or service on the watch because his duties required him to be ‘daily and without intermission in attendance on the poor frenzied and demented creatures who are housed in the hospital of the Blessed Mary of Bedlam’.7

*

To the modern reader, the treatment available in mediaeval Bethlem must appear barbaric: a regime of whips, chains, darkness and isolation. But there was a rationale to this approach. According to Bartholomaeus Anglicus, a professor at the University of Paris, since the mad were considered dangerous, ‘the medicines of them is, that they be bounde – that they hurt not them selfe & other men’.8

The mad also endured periods of isolation, during which it was thought that they would come to their senses. Healers believed that by reducing external sources of stimulation and placing the patient in a dark, quiet room, the maniac would become calm. As late as 1551, the mayor of London sentenced one William Bradye, a merchant, to Bedlam for ‘rayling and other frantyk behaviour’, ordering that he should ‘be held in close confinement and totally incommunicado’. 9

Bradye’s treatment represents one example of popular attitudes towards the mentally infirm. For an explanation of this, and other theories, we need to look back into prehistory, to the Bible, and to ancient Greece. The history and treatment of madness across the centuries falls into three basic categories: magical, medical and psychological. In the beginning, madness was regarded as ‘magical’ in origin, a perception dating back to prehistoric times, when no real distinction existed between medicine, magic and religion. During the Stone Age, the custom developed of trepanning the skull (drilling a hole to allow the evil spirits out), a practice which still found currency in Roman London – the skull of a trepanned man, who survived the operation (judging by the condition of the skull), was recovered from the Thames and is on display at the Museum of London. Cave paintings in Ariège, France, show a strange being with antlers and human feet and hands that has been identified as a shaman or medicine man. In ancient Egypt, circa 2850 BC, patients treated by physician-priests were prescribed sleep therapy, excursions on the Nile and lucky amulets, and sedation took the form of opium. In Mesopotamia in 2000 BC, physician-priests known as the ‘asu’ dealt especially with mental disturbance and studied dreams, which were regarded as showing the will of the gods.

According to the ancient Greeks, madness was a form of divine retribution. In the words of Euripides, ‘those whom the Gods wish to destroy, first they make mad’. To be considered mad in ancient Greece or one of its neighbouring states was most unfortunate. In his Laws Book XI (fourth century BC) Plato puts responsibility for care of the mad on to the family, and was one of the first to suggest that ‘enemies of the state’ should be locked away in a sōphronistērion or a ‘house of sanity’. This practice became a common method of destroying the credibility of dissidents, and continued throughout history, most recently in the former Soviet Union.10

Those born with a perceived mental or physical handicap fared even worse. In Sparta, where racial homogeneity was highly prized, the abandonment of deformed and sickly infants was actually a legal requirement, ‘in the belief that the life which nature had not provided with health and strength was of no use either to itself or to the state’.11 Epileptics, whose disorder was widely believed to have been caused by the gods, were treated by witch doctors, quacks, faith healers and charlatans, ‘who sought to alleviate their symptoms by prescribing purifications and incantations along with abstinence from baths, and from many foods unsuitable for the sick’. They were also forbidden to wear black, because it was associated with death, and it was believed epilepsy could be prevented if they did not wear goatskin or place one hand on top of the other or one foot on top of the other.12

Hebrew monotheism also dictated that madness, like physical illness, was a punishment from God. Deuteronomy named insanity as one of the many curses that God will inflict on those who do not obey him (along with haemorrhoids, the scab and the itch).13 Nebuchadnezzar II (King of Babylon 605–562 BC) experienced an episode of insanity which lasted for seven years. The king, who had overseen a magnificent building programme which included the famous Hanging Gardens of Babylon, found himself humbled by God for boasting about his achievements. His punishment took the form of believing he was an ox, a condition known as ‘boanthropy’, and he lived like a wild animal for seven years, before making a full recovery and being restored to power.

The ancient Greeks initiated diagnostic techniques and treatments that were to survive for centuries. One of the most enduring was the classification of personality types in terms of the four ‘Humours’, comparable with the practice of ascribing certain character traits to star signs. The difference is, of course, that few twenty-first-century Westerners regard horoscopes as more than a diversion. In ancient Greece, the Humours represented a serious attempt to categorise personality types and the medical conditions associated with them. To function successfully, it was believed that all four Humours had to operate harmoniously – an imbalance of one or the other caused illness. This was not confined to physical ailments. Hippocratic doctors also attempted to treat mental illnesses such as hysteria (the name derives from the Greek husterikos). The condition was also known as ‘suffocation of the mother’. It was believed that women of childbearing age were driven mad by their own wombs (Greek hustera)wandering about their bodies and even choking them, a condition for which constant pregnancy was the only cure.

The Humours consisted of black bile, blood, phlegm and yellow bile. These four Humours matched the four seasons: autumn: black bile; spring: blood; winter: phlegm; and summer: yellow bile. Each of these Humours was associated with one of the universal elements: earth: black bile; air: blood; water: phlegm; fire: yellow bile.

An imbalance of the Humours gave rise to certain mental and physical characteristics. Of these, the melancholic temperament was caused by too much earth, the choleric by too much fire; if you were phlegmatic, you had too much water in your composition, and if you were sanguine, then air predominated. Some vestiges of this classification survive today, with cultural stereotypes of ‘choleric’, hot-tempered alpha males. Each element was associated with certain qualities: yellow bile was hot and dry, phlegm cold and moist, black bile cold and dry and blood was hot and moist. Melancholy, which has similarities with clinical depression, remains the best known of the Humours and recurs, in different manifestations, throughout the history of madness and its treatment.

Many practitioners in the classical world demonstrated a sympathetic attitude towards madness. Asclepiades (c. 129–c. 40 BC) invented a swinging bed that had a relaxing effect on emotionally disturbed patients and condemned the incarceration of the mad; he believed that all illness was caused by an imbalance of the natural harmony of the body and he advocated natural therapy, taking great care with patients’ diet and exercise. Soranus of Ephesus (AD 98–138) seems to have discovered lithium as a cure for manic depression by recommending that severely disturbed patients be treated with the alkaline waters of the town, which contained high levels of lithium salts. A more radical approach consisted of a pioneering form of electric shock treatment: the Greeks used the ‘electric torpedo’, or eels, as a cure for headaches, believing that ‘the touch of a living torpedo stupefied or blunted the acute sense of pain’. An oil was prepared from the dead fish for use when no live ones were available.

The pleasure-loving Romans tended to concentrate on agreeable physical therapies: warm baths, massage and music, although they too pioneered an early form of shock treatment involving electric eels. Among his other achievements, the distinguished lawyer Cicero (106–43 BC) designed an interview format for diagnostic criteria, an assessment tool subsequently used throughout the Roman Empire, then in monasteries until the Reformation.

Unfortunately, these breakthroughs in medical thinking were not always accompanied by sympathetic treatment. In the last years before Christ the enlightened views of the Roman doctors began to decline, and Cornelius Celsus (25 BC–AD 50) recommended starvation, fetters, flogging and shock treatment, during which patients were isolated in total darkness and administered doses of laxatives, the aim being to frighten them back to health.

*

One consequence of the domination of the Christian Church was that the mind and the body came to be regarded as the province of the clerics, with the result that madness and illness were inevitably conceptualised in terms of good and evil. The belief developed not only that madness was caused by evil spirits, but that they could be driven out through beating, immersion in cold water and exorcism, as in the famous example of Christ’s encounter with Legion.14 Legion is portrayed as a mad man whom no chains can hold, and who lives in a graveyard, cutting himself with stones. When addressed by Christ he explains that his name is Legion – ‘for we are many!’ – because he is possessed by the spirits of seventy demons. At the demons’ request, Christ drives them out of Legion’s body and into a nearby herd of swine, which then hurl themselves over a cliff into the sea. Legion himself, duly exorcised, is found by the townspeople sitting, clothed and in his right mind.

By the time of the Saxons, beating had become established as a time-honoured method of treatment. According to O’Donoghue, ‘our Saxon forefathers found on the Roman Ridgeway a half-naked creature – a clovewort attached by a red thread to his neck [clovewort was believed to ‘cure’ madness] and they gave the “moon-sick” a good “swingeing” [whipping] with a whip of porpoise hide!’15

While the ancient world offered a number of remedies to the mentally ill, the influence of the Christian Church led to less sympathetic treatment. As Christianity gained ground in Europe, the biblical precedent of Legion made exorcism a common response to insanity. A mediaeval exorcist was trained by the Church to distinguish between true demoniac possession and a build-up of black bile (which it was believed could be cured by inducing vomiting). If he is possessed, the patient speaks volubly in a tongue unknown to anybody else, claims he knows the answers to the greatest secrets or demonstrates strength and power far in excess of his normal capabilities; in effect, delusional symptoms, but which were regarded at the period as evidence of evil spirits. The exorcist would have been taught that the demons were artful and might possess the voice of an angel or a devil: he must be forever on his guard, no matter what the patient said. Sometimes, just to embarrass the priest, the demon would even send his patient to sleep. Not surprising, given that exorcism services lasted for hours, and included praying, begging and pleading. The actual ceremony – where the exorcist laid his hand upon the patient’s heart or head and made the sign of the cross, and placed one part of his stole around the patient’s neck – was brief enough; it was felt that the patient was sufficiently fortified to take communion after hours of prayer and fasting. One radical example of exorcism is described in The Life and Miracles of St Thomas of Canterbury, where the unfortunate ‘mad Henry of Fordwich’ was dragged by his friends to the tomb of St Thomas with his hands tied behind him, struggling and shouting, and there remained all day, but began to recover as the sun went down, and after a night spent in the church returned home, ‘perfectly well in his mind’.16
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