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In and Out of Medicine

Lady of questions and answers

Medicine has been much more use to her than she has been to
medicine, says Isobel Barnett, and she still feels guilty that she
may have taken a place from someone who would have continued
as a doctor all his or her life. Born in Aberdeen, Lady Barnett
was brought up in Glasgow where her father was an eminent
neurologist, and she maintains that it was through nepotism that
she was accepted into medical school there when she was 17.
(At that time, she was one of 15 girls in a
class of over 250.) She married (the best
thing she ever did) while still a house
physician and then moved to Salisbury,
Wiltshire, with her husband. There she
did pathology for a year, but didn't much
like that so became a general practitioner
for the next three or four years. In retro-
spect, she says that her days in general
practice were the happiest in her life. She
learnt many things during this time, not
least having to read a one-inch survey map
in a wartime Salisbury without signposts;
now, she can find her way to any place in
Britain, however remote it may be.

After the war, Lady Barnett returned
with her husband to his home in Leicester-
shire and has lived there ever since. For a
time she was the most popular woman in the
county because she did locums for GPs
who had not had holidays for years. In the
process she learnt all about Leicestershire
and much about its people; one can't help
imagining the astonishment on the faces of
some patients when a beautiful young Isobel
woman attended them in place of their
usual GPs. Sadly, her doctoring ended with the arrival of the
National Health Service. As general practice was then con-
structed, she could no longer do part-time work and reluctantly
decided not to accept a partnership; she had a young son, a
husband, and other responsibilities that she could not neglect.
She always intended to return to general practice but, in the
event, it was nearly 20 years before she could do so and then she
realised she was hopelessly out of date. She could have done
part-time anaesthetics or pathology but, in those days, there were
few group practices or clinics for part-time doctors.
With the freedom to take on anything she liked, Isobel

Barnett started the second and best-known part of her life. First
came a programme of her own on BBC Birmingham, where she
talked about any topic her producer suggested. Next, Town
Forum, a BBC Home Service discussion programme; when this
was televised and the public could see as well as hear her
unistakable voice (which sank from contralto to bass after a
thyroid operation in 1955), she was in constant demand. She
was also writing for magazines, newspapers, and a paramedical
journal.

She joined What's My Line? in 1953 and stayed with the
programme until it closed in 1964. Lady Barnett was at first
reluctant to take on this job because she was surrounded by
professional entertainers and thought she was too much of an

amateur, but her lawyer husband (with good psychological
insight) insisted that she would regret it if she didn't. She found

LB

her medical training of observing and conducting a consultation
invaluable in this programme where, by asking the right
questions, a diagnosis had to be arrived at as to the contestant's
occupation (and, of course, if the diagnosis was wrong it did not
kill the challenger). Again, she used the consultation technique
when conducting a series of interviews for BBC 2 (Bertrand
Russell was one of the people she talked to).

Listeners to Any Questions? hear Lady
Barnett fairly often, and she lectures on a
variety of subjects all over Britain, but is
terrified when she addresses doctors-who
still regard her as one of the profession.
Practically everything she does is connected
with meeting people and she has almost
managed to overcome (or at least mask) the
residual shyness that afflicts so many
doctors. She wrote an autobiography in the
1950s, then a guidebook and a cookery
book, but says that everything she has done
has been accidental and she has never had
an original thought in her life. Some
pattern is, however, discernible: rural
district councillor for many years until the
boundary changes made local politics
impersonal and too political; a magistrate
in Leicester for 20 years-starting in the
juvenile court where her training and a
child at home helped her to understand the
problems. She left that before she became
"dotty or deaf." The charities she is most
concerned with are Riding for the Disabled,

'arnett the Spastics Society (which she started in
Leicester when her late husband was Lord

Mayor), and the Royal National Institute for the Blind-her
medical knowledge has helped with all these. She examines
cadets for the Red Cross, too, and is fascinated by how charities
take off when well-known entertainers speak or perform on their
behalf. When her family tried to stop her taking up medicine
they took young Isobel Marshall (as she then was) to what must
have been one of the first educational psychologists, and he
pronounced that she was a born teacher. She and her family
thought this idea ridiculous, but, ironically, that is largely what
she is doing nowadays with her. numerous lectures on many
different subjects to many different audiences. Lady Barnett is
attractive and elegant, and could easily be forgiven for retiring
gracefully to her comfortable white Georgian house in a small
village a few miles from Leicester. Her son has a flat in the
house and they see each other when they feel like it, and she has
daily help and a good friend in her secretary, who is married to
a local farmer, so she is by no means alone. She enjoys reading
biographies and autobiographies (she often knows the authors)
and listening to more music now that she has the leisure; and
she can entertain and be entertained by her many friends.
But she regrets that she has no particular day-to-day crusade at
the moment, and wonders what she should do next. Why
doesn't someone suggest that she combines her knowledge of
medicine and the media by teaching medical students and doctors
how to talk to and listen to their patients ? She is charming and
alert and eminently suitable for such a task.
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