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KEYWORTH DOCTORS OF THE 19th. & 20th. CENTURIES

This account is divided into two parts: the 19th. century, where information is
mostly derived from scraps of documentary evidence, including parish registers,
directories held by the Nottinghamshire Archives and Local History Library, and,
after 1841, census enumerators’ schedules; and the 20th. century, based largely
on the memory, laced with anecdotes, of residents who have spent much of their
lives in Keyworth, particularly that of Dr. Manson Russell, who has also provided
insights into the wider context surrounding local medical history.

The 19th. Century
The earliest reference to a medical practitioner living in the village is to John

Fosbrooke, whose name appears six times in the church baptismal register
between 1821 and 1830 as the father of five sons and a daughter. The first son
died in infancy, recorded in the burial register for 1821. Fosbrooke is described
as a surgeon, and lived in a house in that part of Keyworth which was in the parish
of Bunny' - perhaps what is now 19, Main Street, which was occupied by doctors
later in the century. He is also named as the village surgeon in White’s Directory
of 1832, but then disappears from the local record, so he probably moved on to
another practice some time after that - certainly before 1841, when he would have
been named in the census schedules had he still been here. His marriage to his
wife, Ann, is not recorded as having taken place in Keyworth, and as they were
having children at the rate of at least one every two years during the 1820s, it is
likely that they moved into the village not much before the record of the first
baptism, in 1821. So we may assume that when he was in Keyworth Fosbrooke
was a man with a young and fast growing family, who stayed here for at least 11
years. If he did live in 19, Main Street, a handsome house, then no more than
twenty years old, he must have been fairly prosperous.

We do not know what his qualifications were because it was only in 1858 that a
Medical Reform Act created a body overseeing the education, qualification and
licensing of all medical practitioners. He had probably passed an examination of
the Company of Surgeons, and been recognised by the Association of General
Medical and Surgical Practitioners when this came into being after the Napoleonic
Wars. Surgeons in the early 19th. century did not have the social status or income
of physicians (there were no anaesthetics until the 1840s, so surgery was limited
to procedures which could be undertaken quickly and defily, to get the agony over

! "The northemn part of Main Street, along with the north of Commercial Road once formed an enclave of the parish
of Bunny right in the heart of Keyworth. Its origin is obscure, but the earliest documentary reference to it is from
the 16th. century, the most recent 1878, after which it is believed to have been extinguished.



with as soon as possible); on the other hand, the word ‘surgeon’ in the 19th.
century began to cover the scope implied by the term ‘general practitioner’, so
Fosbrooke was almost certainly the village doctor in a modem sense of the term:
visiting the sick, holding ‘surgeries’ for those not house-bound, and attending to
all the medical needs of his patients as well as he could.> There would have been
insufficient work in the village if he had confined himself to amputations, lancing
boils, setting broken bones, stitching and bandaging wounds, and the few other
surgical procedures then practicable, while there was no question of commuting to
a Nottingham hospital at that time. It is also probable that, like his successors in
Keyworth today, he had patients in neighbouring villages - serving the 500
residents of Keyworth alone would not have brought in sufficient income.> So he
would have spent a good deal of his working time travelling between patients,
either on horse-back, or by pony-and-trap.

But while Dr. Fosbrooke had similar responsibilities to a modern general
practitioner, the medical knowledge at his disposal was of a different order, and
one must assume that he adopted common practices of the time.  The profession
was still in its pre-scientific phase: standard treatment consisted of bleeding
(either with a knife or leeches), sweating, blistering (to raise and extract pus),
induced vomiting, or purging by strong laxatives - all to rid the body of
‘humours’ (poisons) which were supposed to cause most illnesses.* Among the
most common types of ‘physic’ (medicine) then being prescribed were opium
(addictive, but at least it relieved pain) and mercury, which could be lethal. On
the other hand, observation, trial and error had led to the adoption of some
effective potions, as in the treatment of ague (a form of malaria once common in
England) with juice from the bark of the South American cinchona tree (quinine).’
Medical examinations were cursory, confined largely to feeling the pulse, looking
at the tongue and observing the complexion. Smelling for gangrene and tasting
urine for sweetness (which betokened diabetes) were other procedures. Prodding
and tapping the body, listening to breathing and digestive noises, were rarely
practised, particularly on women for reasons of modesty (all doctors were men);
the stethoscope, which was invented in France in 1816, facilitated listening, but

? In the 18th. century, surgeons, in contrast {0 physicians, were regarded as manual workers who got their hands
dirty (with blood), and were therefore considered unfit to be called gentlemen.  They leamt their trade by
apprenticeship rather than by academic study. At the beginning of the century they doubled up as barbers; later as
apothecaries (pharmacists). The distinction between surgeon and physician slowly died out in the 19th. century,
only to be restored in the 20th. as different areas of specialism, this time with no status implications.

* Keyworth’s population was 454 in 1821 and 552 in 1831.

““To be a surgeon or ‘medical man’ before the 1870s meant bloodletting.” Cambridge Hllustrated History of
Medicine, ed. Roy Porter; p. 124.

* The use of “bark” to treat “intermittent fever” (ague) in the 1780s is described in The Diary of a Country Parson
by James Woodforde, p. 222.






