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"The aim of this book", states its author, is "to give as vivid and
comprehensive a p i c t u r e as p o s s i b l e o f the l i v e s and work o f GFs". V i v i a
i t c e r t a i n l y i s ; comprehensive it should not p re t end to be. Yet on the
strength of interviews with fi f t y very varied GPs, Gathorne-Hardy does
tend t o suggest that he has captured the essence of general practice.
His book is a patchwork of interview t r a n s c r i p t s , pa t t e rned both as themes(general p r a c t i c e in the p a s t ; s e x - c o u n s e l l i n g ; p r i v a t e p r a c t i c e ; group
p r a c t i c e ; drug companies ; money; s o c i a l worke r s ; the c o n s u l t a t i o n ;

. . . ) and a s s k e t c h e s o f GPs and p r a c t i c e s . T h e s e a r e s t i t c h e d
together with some woolly threads of h i s t o r y, soc io logy and psychology,along with a good deal of colourful n a r r a t i v e intended to convey thetexture of GPs, the i r surger ies , pract ices and domestic l ives.

This approach has i t s merits. It sometimes makes l i v e l y and enlightening
reading, and the patchwork does eventual ly begin to po r t r ay - impression-
i s t i c a l l y - the human face of general p r a c t i c e , warts and a l l . If youwould enjoy reading 300 pages of anecdotes and opin ions in the b e s t
j o u r n a l i s t i c s t y l e o f a Sunday co lour supplement ( sad ly without the g lossy
photographs), then this is the book for you. However, i f you are after

accuracy, r e l i a b i l i t y or gene ra l i s ab le ana ly s i s , or i f you want scholarlyr a t h e r t h a n i d i o s y n c r a t i c i n s i g h t s i n t o genera l p r a c t i c e , then go elsewhere.

Personally, I had expected to get more than I did out of this wealth of
surprisingly raw mater ial , but felt f rus t ra ted by the book's undisciplined
style and unre len t ing s u p e r fi c i a l i t y . S u p e r fi c i a l i t y i s n o t a s i n in it-
s e l f , of course, but i t should not pose as in-depth analys is , especially
when l a d e n wi th methodological, conceptual and factual deficiencies. I n
a book which p u r p o r t s to g ive an h i s t o r i c a l background to genera l p r a c t i c e ,the few l i v i n g r e m i n i s c e n c e s a r e f a r too s k e t c h y to be taken s e r i o u s l y as
oral h i s t o r y, and the account of the more d is tan t past i s , f rankly, mis-
leading. For example, there is no excuse for confus ing the 1815
Apothecaries' Act with the 1858 Medical Act (p.283). Nor can one f o rg i v eGathorne-Hardy's l a r g e l y i r r e l e v a n t lapse in to the gory grave-robbing tales
of Burke and Hare, if a t the same time he f a i l s to make any mention whatso-
ever of the massive Medical Reform movement, which led to the 1858 Act.
I t was tha t movement, a f t e r a l l , which strove to make general practice a
respectable p r o f e s s i o n ; and it was those b a t t l e s wi th the h o s p i t a l - o r i e n t e d
medical establishment, which led to the bir th of the British Medical
Association and the Lancet , bo th o r i g i n a l l y r a l l y i n g p o i n t s fo r r ad ica l and
ambit ious genera l p r a c t i t i o n e r s who f e l t s l i g h t e d by the 1815 Act.

The b o o k ' s f a u l t s a r e n o t a l l due t o t h e a u t h o r . He has worked h a r d and
almost lovingly (the dedica t ion to h i s GP fa the r is highly reveal ing) and
has produced a w e a l t h o f i n t e r e s t i n g m a t e r i a l . Nevertheless, he needed
firm e d i t o r to impose some ra t iona l s t r u c t u r e , to ins is t on scholarly
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