
From t h e m i d - s i x t e e n t h c e n t u r y the f o u n d a t i o n s of modern s c i e n c e were l a i d
with increasing understanding of the anatomy and physiology of the human
body, helped by the advent of the p r i n t e d books with c l e a r i l l u s t r a t i o n s
e n a b l i n g new d i s c o v e r i e s to be p u b l i s h e d . Q u a l i fi e d p h y s i c i a n s were rare-
ly found in small towns, the ma jo r i t y working in the c i t i e s where their
university education enabled them to p r a c t i s e in the big h o s p i t a l s .
a l s o a t t ended the r i c h in town or o c c a s i o n a l l y at one of the country
estates such as Stockwood, Luton Hoo or P u t t e r i d g e Bury, i f the physic ian
was p r e p a r e d to make the long r i d e on h o r s e b a c k . A n o t e d doc to r o f physic
in D u n s t a b l e and Houghton R e g i s was T h o s w i t h a n B r a n d r e t h who d i e d i n 1752.

Barber surgeons, who learned in apprent ice fashion, working with razor and
s c a l p e l , increasingly used their s k i l l s to inc ise abscesses and to excise
t u m o u r s . Two local barber surgeons were Josias Set t le , the father of
Restoration dramatist, Elkanah Settle (1648-1724) who practised in Dunstable,
and Cornelius Bigland of Luton, known to us through his will published i n

1673.

A p o t h e c a r i e s were t h e humblest of t h e t h r e e med ica l p r o f e s s i o n s . T h e y kept
a stock of drugs and made up p r e s c r i p t i o n s - for those who could pay.
fi r s t they also v i s i t e d p a t i e n t s in t h e i r own homes and presc r ibed treatment
a l t hough the p h y s i c i a n s t r i e d t o p r e v e n t t h i s . Sometimes a dua l pro-
fess ional role was p r a c t i s e d : for example, Thomas Warren was both a surgeon
and an a p o t h e c a r y in D u n s t a b l e in 1766. The treatment o f p e o p l e w i t h
f r a c t u r e s was c a r r i e d out by bone s e t t e r s . U n q u a l i fi e d midwives were
a v a i l a b l e for most women w i t h an o c c a s i o n a l man-midwife a b l e to g i v e treat-

The names o f Samuel Chase and Sons and
Robert Kirby who were in bus ines s as men-midwives, apothecar ies and surgeons
are r e c o r d e d in the Luton Trade D i r e c t o r y o f 1785.

Every community had its s h a r e of s i m p l e minded f o l k who were a c c e p t e d a s
part of eve ryday l i f e - the t r a d i t i o n a l v i l l a g e i d i o t s - b u t t h e u n c o n t r o l l -
a b l y m e n t a l l y i l l were the most m i s u n d e r s t o o d g r o u p of a l l . They were
often r e s t r a i n e d , whipped, purged, t r e a t e d as witches or i n c a r c e r a t e d in
B e d f o r d Gaol. When the devi l thought to be ins ide them re fused to come out,
they could be committed to Bedlam in London.

Progress in m e d i c i n e was hampered f o r many years by t h e d i s t a s t e of both t he
law and the church f o r ana tomica l d i s s e c t i o n o f dead b o d i e s . A few c o r p s e s
of executed cr imina ls were allowed to the teaching h o s p i t a l s each year but
n o t enough . F r u s t r a t e d p h y s i c i a n s and su rgeons needed b o d i e s o f p e o p l e who
had d i e d a n a t u r a l death to f u r t h e r t h e i r k n o w l e d g e . B u r k e a n d H a r e
me thods ( k i l l i n g in o r d e r to s e l l t h e c o r p s e s ) were not p r a c t i s e d in t h i s
area but t h e r e i s ev idence of the a c t i v i t y of r e s u r r e c t i o n i s t s who s t o l e

b o d i e s r e c e n t l y b u r i e d . Worthington Smith in h i s H i s t o r y o f Dunstable and
i t s surroundings (1904) records that when coaching was at i t s b u s i e s t ,
r e s u r r e c t i o n i s t s o r b o d y - s n a t c h e r s were a c t i v e in the ne ighbourhood of
D u n s t a b l e .

The Poor Law Acts o f 1601 and 1662 made e a c h p a r i s h r e s p o n s i b l e f o r i t s own
s i c k , aged, poor and orphaned ch i ld r en . The a b l e b o d i e d w e r e t o b e s e n t
t o w o r k o r to a h o u s e o f c o r r e c t i o n . Each p a r i s h p r o v i d e d a workhouse in-
t e n d e d o r i g i n a l l y f o r t h e h o m e l e s s o r men u n a b l e to fi n d work but v e r y soon
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