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My Father's B.M.J.

FFRANGCON ROBERTS, M.D.

Tempora mutantur, nos et mutamur in illis (John Owen of Plas Ddu, Caernarvonshire, 1560-1622).

British Medical Journal, 1970, 1, 106-107

At breakfast-time on Saturdays my father was completely
absorbed in the B.M.J.; my mother and I dared not disturb
him. One day I hid it as soon as it dropped from the letter-
box. He was very annoyed and naturally blamed the post.
When I gave it to him he was greatly relieved. Such was his
faith in the B.M.1. I have since wondered what it was that I
had temporarily deprived him of. I cannot of course remember
the date of my childish prank, but assuming that I was 7 it
must have been in 1895. I therefore studied volume 2 of that
year, then under the editorship of Ernest Hart assisted by
Dawson Williams.
The year 1895 came within a stirring period. Schaefer was

explaining the mysteries of the pituitary and thus initiating
the profession into the concept of internal secretion. Doctors
were b-ecoming alive to the dangers of water-borne and
milk-borne infection, especially of typhoid, and only five
years earlier von Behring had introduced the antitoxin treat-
ment of diphtheria.

General Content and Authors

The volume is largely taken up with the Annual Meeting.
All the sections are reported at length, the section of laryn-
gology alone occupying 19 pages. The section of physiology
was shared between physiologists and physicians; the presi-
dent, Sir David Ferrier, pleading, as many have done since,
for closer co-operation. Similarly the section of anatomy is
shared between anatomists and surgeons. B.M.A. branch
meetings and medical societies are fully reported, and promi-
nence is given to news from overseas. It is significant that
more information comes from St. Petersburg than from New
York.
With few exceptions the articles are monographs. They are

unencumbered by references, for the simple reason that they
are expressions of opinion and experience and do not consti-
tute any advance on earlier accounts. The mystique of multi-
ple authorship, with its comprehensive allusions to other work
and formidable "bibliography", which is now usually the rule
had not been invented. Structural chemical formulas appear
only once, 'and charts, tables, and diagrams are few. X-ray
pictures are of course absent, since their discovery was not
made until November of that year and was not made public
until the following year.

Professional Matters

The relation between the profession and the Government
being tenuous there was little scope for disputes. Nevertheless,
complaints about the "sweating" of doctors by the clubs and
complaints against the Government about the insecurity of

tenure of medical officers of health were tremors presaging
the earthquakes that were shortly to follow and were illustra-
tions of the truth that, however much the public love and
admire us individually, when it comes to paying us collectively
the value they set on our services is rather different.
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In the matter of obituaries the Yournal was rather snobbish.
Only occasionally does it record the deaths of the rank and
file, but it spreads itself effusively over the deaths of the dis-
tinguished, foreign as well as British. Advertisements for
vacancies, which now fill about 20 pages, occupied less than
a column, the number being between 10 and 20 (voluntary
hospital beds in England and Wales then numbered only
18,000). Most advertisers insisted on a "double qualification,"
by which they meant qualification in medicine and surgery. In
some cases the post of house-surgeon was combined with
that of secretary or dispenser.

BRITISH
MEDICAL JOURNAL

.....i -1 ---7

_i_=_~~~~~I--

_Lw_we_v_er. w1 *efI
miie wh*o penme into the home in the old d that it

1432 _-

 on 24 M
ay 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://w

w
w

.bm
j.com

/
B

r M
ed J: first published as 10.1136/bm

j.2.5701.106 on 11 A
pril 1970. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://www.bmj.com/


My Father's B. M. J.-Roberts

Concern was expressed for the health of doctors, who were
especially liable to arteriosclerosis and degenerative diseases
due to overwork and irregular meals. Suicide, we are told, was
four times as common as in other professions.

Transport
The experiments which were being conducted, chiefly in

France, on mechanical road-transport encouraged doctors to
hope for deliverance from the "expense" of the horse and
trap. For their information an engineer gave his views on the
competitive prospects of steam, electricity, and oil, and came
down in favour of oil. At a less visionary level readers were
assured by two eminent gynaecologists that riding the new
safety bicycle did no harm to women, and a correspondent
solemnly discussed the relative suitability of the bicycle and
the tricycle for middle-aged and elderly doctors. At a much
later date Sir Clifford Allbutt, Regius Professor of Physic at
Cambridge, when in his eighties was knocked off his tricycle.
When he had been picked up the first thing he did was to feel
his pulse. Finding that the rate was not increased he was
satisfied.

Workhouses and Workhouse Infirmaries
The Association appointed a Special Commission to inves-

tigate conditions in the workhouses and workhouse infirmaries
which housed the old and infirm, destitutes, vagrants, lunatics,
lying-in women, and children. Each week one of these visi-
tations is described, and nearly all the accounts make the most
painful reading. The inmates are described as living "in
squalor and misery" and being fed "like animals." Walls and
windows were filthy and the floors were often of stone. There
was no internal sanitation, the inmates at night using pails
and buckets, which were not emptied until the wards were
unlocked next morning. Nurses were few, most of the nursing
being done by paupers. At one place infants lay in stinking
straw. The illustrations depict these unfortunates in the lowest
depth of degradation. It can, of course, be said that, especially
in Ireland, these people were at least better off than they
would have been in their homes, if they had homes, but that
is no excuse for the way they were treated. In exposing these
deplorable conditions the Association performed a public duty
deserving the warmest praise. Judging from recent revelations
one wonders if things are much better today.

Annotations
As it does now, the 7ournal touched life at many points.

Each week the leading articles were followed by several an-
notations, many of which were of national interest. The sub-
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jects included smoke-abatement, the hygiene of lodging-
houses, the practice of "kissing the Book," the pollution of ice,
railway and maritime hygiene, the disinfection of cabs, pre-
mature burial, cruelty to children, the provision of lavatories
in railway carriages, pauper schools, and damp hansom cabs.
We are surprised to find among these subjects a discussion on
the best type of rifle for the Ashanti War, surprised, that is to
say, until we read on and learn that the medical corps was to
be armed. Even though nineteen years were to elapse before
the outbreak of the first world war concern was being ex-
pressed for the safety of Londoners in the event of hostilities.
We find Sir William Gowers presiding at the inaugural

meeting of the Society of Medical Phonographers, the aim of
which was to encourage the use of shorthand. This was 24
years after Pitman published his code.
The idea that doctors could be given away with a pound of

tea may be thought the wildest fantasy, but this is actually
what happened or at any rate nearly happened. A Liverpool
firm of grocers hit on the idea of giving free medical treat-
ment to all who bought their tea and solicited the co-opera-
tion of doctors. Three doctors were tempted to take part but
were dissuaded by fierce admonition from the Association.

Difference in Size

The most striking change which the 7ournal has undergone
is its decrease in size. In the 1895 volume there were 1,745
pages compared with 1,556 in 1965 volume 2. (I exclude from
the latter the Supplement, which had no counterpart 70 years
ago, the Proceedings of Council being then only briefly re-
ported.) Moreover, there were more lines to the page, and in
contrast to the elegant spacing of modern issues articles were
crammed together; one can barely find as much as a half-
inch of space between them. I estimate that in 1895 there was
between 10 and 20% more reading matter than there is now.
Of course many new journals have appeared in the mean-
while, but most of these-radiology, for instance-are con-
cerned with specialties unknown 70 years ago.

It is at first sight surprising that the 7ournal should have
contained substantially more reading matter when medicine
was static than it does when medicine is revolutionarily dy-
namic. But we should not forget that medicine has always had
an intellectual content which is quite independent of progress.
Although they had nothing new to offer, our forefathers could
hold absorbing discussions on such age-old subjects as epi-
lepsy and bronchitis. They contented themselves with ex-
changes of opinion and experience 'While we take pride in
our modern achievements we shoul4 be sobered by the re-
flection that these could not have occurred unless firmly based
on the centuries-old accumulation of wisdom, sterile as this
may seem to our sophisticated minds.
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