
O C T O B E R  2 0 2 0  

The HistWriter

Dear Reader,

The second issue of The HistWriter comes to

you from Wexford in Ireland, where my

debut novel Heart of Cruelty is to be

released as an eBook  on 21 October by

Poolbeg Press.  (Link) 

I'm hoping to share something of my writing

journey and the way that history has given me

a lens through which to view the modern

world, and my own profession: medicine

News and notes 
from 

Maybelle Wallis

M Wallis | HistWriter.com

Twitter: @DrMWallis

Facebook:
@MWallisHistWriter

https://wp.me/P2aHMc-177


My Victorian Gothic novel deals with
darkness: workhouse abuse, inquests,
funerals, destructive passions and
shameful secrets...

It’s 1840, and Jane Verity’s dream of a

romantic life in the theatre has ended in the

Birmingham workhouse, where a serial

abuser’s victims are ignored. When Coroner

William Doughty encounters her it alters the

path of his life. 

Instantly and profoundly attracted, he rescues

her, but as she works as his maidservant and

cares for his ailing wife Harriet, she learns

about his inquests and pieces together the

secrets of the workhouse. As Doughty

struggles with his passion for her, she must

convince him to act, even though exposing

the truth will destroy his marriage and his

career...

'Heart of Cruelty' and  Victorian medicine

In Heart of Cruelty, Harriet, Coroner Doughty’s

wife, has a mysterious chronic illness. When you

read Heart of Cruelty, you’ll find I’ve added a

twist to this familiar Victorian trope. 

As a doctor, I loved researching Harriet's

medication and how doctors worked in the 19th

century. When I used to live in Birmingham I’d

take the train to London Euston. Just across the

road is the Wellcome Library with a huge

collection of journals and textbooks to do with the

history of medicine.

Modern doctors treat patients using evidence from

research. During the 19th century this evidence

base was under construction; textbooks and

journals were in wide circulation. The Lancet, now

a top medical journal, was founded in 1823 by

Thomas Wakley, a surgeon who became the

coroner for West Middlesex in London, and also

an MP. 
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A vast range of unproven
patent remedies was

available to 19th century
patients...



Wakley was a strong character, and often

used The Lancet to sound off about the legal

profession, about the respect due to the

medical coroner, and about malpractice in his

own profession. His push for the medical

profession to be regulated led to the medical

registers that are kept nowadays in most

countries of the world - when we hear of a

doctor being ‘struck off’, that’s where their

name is removed.

Until that happened, anyone could call

themselves a doctor and prescribe the most

outrageously inappropriate treatment without

any comeback. Thomas Wakley was on a

mission to protect patients from quacks. An

example was John St John Long, who

claimed to prevent and cure tuberculosis by

applying vitriol (concentrated sulphuric acid)

to the skin and keeping the resulting

'Heart of Cruelty' and  Victorian medicine

ulcer open with repeat applications. This treatment

could not have worked, was severely painful, and

scarred the skin. Long did this to to a previously

healthy young woman, who died. 

Wakley represented her family in a legal case

against Long in 1831 which led to a verdict of

manslaughter. In poetic justice, Long died a few

years later of TB.

I’m reminded of certain politicians (with no

medical training) advocating household

disinfectant as a treatment for COVID-19. It’s vital

that we base medical advice on evidence, and that

we ignore quacks, charlatans, and people who

don't listen to, or understand, science.

Meanwhile, here’s an advert from 1838 for a series

of sexual health books:
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Victorians were not as
prim and proper as we

think! Look what they got
up to...



The Arsenic Century: How Victorian

Britain was poisoned at Home, Work and

Play. James C Whorton, 

Oxford University Press, 2010. (Link)

This is a fascinating catalogue of the

many uses of this poisonous metalloid.

Arsenic was present in harmful levels in

fashionable green dyes used in clothing

and wallpaper, in preservatives and

embalming fluid, and even in some

medicines, skin lotions and inhalations.

Book Review

We might think it absurd to use arsenic

for medical purposes but in the 19th

century a wide range of metal compounds

were in use. Even nowadays if you check

the label of your ‘A to Z’ multivitamins

you will spot the non-toxic ones. I own a

Pharmacopoeia dating from 1826 in

which the ‘Metallica’ (metals) section

runs to 22 pages and, as well as arsenic,

lists preparations of silver, copper,

bismuth, mercury, lead, antimony, and

zinc. 
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From the
writer's

bookshelf

https://amzn.to/3nzEaU0


The Remedy. Michelle Lovric, Virago

Press, 2005.(Link)

A whole pharmacopoeia of quack medicines

flavours this elegantly written story of love,

murder and deception set in 18th century

Venice and London.

At one turn in the plot Mimosina Dolcezza, a

Venetian actress down on her luck, finds

employment assisting ‘Dottore Velena’, a

charlatan, to sell miracle cures on the streets of

London. 

In their sales pitch they feature bottles of ‘liquid

nonsense’ with ridiculous ingredients such as

snail water and peacock dung, and a jar ‘boiling

with live millipedes’. Fake blemishes are washed

off Mimosina’s skin to promote spurious skin

lotions. Given a ‘vermifuge’ made chiefly of flour  

she fakes colic and produces an imitation

tapeworm: a length of greasy white wool which is

drawn by the Dottore from beneath her skirts and

woven around the stage like a demented spider

web.

A great sense of atmosphere and a pacy and far-

fetched plot add to the enjoyment of this novel.

Book Reviews
Bodies of evidence: Medicine and the

Politics of the English Inquest 1830-1926.

Ian A. Burney, Johns Hopkins University

Press, 2000. (Link)

This history text is about the development of

coroners’ inquests during the 19th and early 20th

centuries. It may seem a dry topic, but in fact the

scientific investigation of death is one of the

safeguards of a fair and just society. It was vital,

for example, that prison inquests were impartial

and transparent when inmates might be murdered

by their jailers, and thus by the State.

Burney traces how inquests evolved over the

period to incorporate medical science. 

Originally there were no court buildings. A jury of

laymen with a local solicitor as the coroner would

meet in a public house; they would view the body,

lying perhaps in an outhouse, and their verdicts

might include ‘Act of God’ meaning death from

natural causes, ‘Self-Murder’ - usually

accompanied by ‘Temporary Insanity’ to avoid

the stigma of suicide - or ‘Accidental Death’

without an examination of the causes of the

accident. 
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From the
writer's

bookshelf

https://amzn.to/33Mvr93
https://amzn.to/34DcVzi
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Postmortem examinations, usually

performed by local surgeons, were

resisted by juries, for their expense and

from association with bodysnatchers;

many held them to be a ‘desecration’ or

‘mangling’ of the dead. The coroner had

to accept the jurymen’s decision.

As the 19th century brought scientific progress,

inquests were modernised. Separate coroners’

courts were set up; forensic science developed

and postmortem examinations by pathologists

became the standard for medico-legal evidence.

The scope of inquests widened to include

medical negligence and anaesthetic deaths.

Book Reviews: continued
Eventually, coroners were able to hold

inquests without a jury and the custom of

the jury viewing the body gave way to the

medical postmortem.

I  set ‘Heart of Cruelty’ at a time when

juries were still resisting medical

advances. Coroner Doughty is up against

this resistance as he investigates deaths in

a workhouse.

Next time:

Epidemic disease: 

What can the 19th
century teach us in

the age of 
COVID-19?


