
PASSAGES OF MEDICAL HISTORY. 

Edinburgh Medicine, 1800-1828.* 

By JOHN D. COMRIE, M.D., F.R.C.P. 

In 
my last ten-minutes talk to this Society on Edinburgh 

^edicine, I dealt with the latter half of the eighteenth century. ^ he nineteenth century opened with an almost entirely 
mcdical faculty, seven old professors having demitted office 
Slrice 1786, and three new chairs being instituted by 1807, 

lr| Clinical Surgery (James Russell), Military Surgery (Jo n 

Thomson), and Medical Jurisprudence (Andrew Duncan, 
Junior). it is curious that out of these ten appointments, 
eight went to sons of previous professors in the University, 
and while several of the new professors were brilliant men who clld much for the reputation of the Edinburgh School, two or three were complete failures. 

The most outstanding figure in Edinburgh medicine a ter * e death of Cullen was James Gregory (i753-I821)- ^ erj J?hn Gregory died in 1773, his son James was still a medica 
student at Edinburgh, and the father's premature death upset a scheme which had evidently existed that he should be 

Succeeded as professor of medicine by James. The chair o 

lnstitutes of medicine was kept warm for several years 

successively by Dr Alexander Munro Drummond, Professor 
Francis Home, and Dr Andrew Duncan, while James Gregory 
^as 

graduating at Edinburgh and doing post-graduate study at Leyden and Oxford. He finally became professor of the 

^stitutes of medicine in 1776 when he was in his twenty- 
rd year. Some five years later he produced a concise 

SUmmary of the physiology of the time in elegant Latin 

Paragraphs, which attained a great reputation, and his ectures 

^nsisted of an exposition and commentary upon this in 

nglish. On the death of Cullen in 1790, Gregory was 
transferred to the chair of practice of medicine. 

Gregory's fame as a teacher lives still, inferior in importance 
?nly to that of Cullen, but nowadays he is chiefly known by 
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the powder containing rhubarb, magnesia and ginger which 
he introduced. He was a notable character in Edinburgh 
society at the beginning of the nineteenth century, and when 
he walked the streets of the city, he carried a stout cane held 

over his shoulder or 
" 

at the trail," as if ready for action, and he 

had the curious habit of wearing his hat throughout his lectures 
after an apology to his students for doing so. His measures foi 

the cure of disease were sharp and incisive, and there was no 

question of expectant treatment with him, for disease, accord- 
ing to Gregorian physic, was to be attacked vigorously anC^ 
routed by free blood-letting, cold affusions, brisk purging* 
frequent blisters, and vomits of tartar emetic. Together with 

Broussais of Paris, he was responsible for the violent methods 
in medicine which prevailed in the early part of the nineteenth 
century, and which were only gradually succeeded by milder 

procedures about fifty years later. 
Gregory was very fond of controversy, and, to put it bluntly-) 

was a most quarrelsome man. This tendency got him mt? 

trouble with his colleague Professor James Hamilton, wh? 

also appears to have been a most contentious person, although 
he was a skilful obstetrician and a successful teacher. There 

had appeared anonymously in 1792 a pamphlet, 
" A Guide 

for Gentlemen Studying Medicine at the University 0 

Edinburgh," which reflected injuriously on a number of the 

professors. Gregory having charged Hamilton with writing 
it, Hamilton produced a spirited and abusive reply, which 

provoked Gregory to give him a beating with the famous 

walking-stick. For this Hamilton brought an action against 
Gregory, and received ,?100 by way of damages. Gregory* 
paying the damages, is said to have added that he would 
willingly pay double for another opportunity. 

The chair of midwifery was filled from 1800 onwards b> 

James Hamilton, who up to 1830 visited his patients in a 

sedan chair, the last doctor in Edinburgh to employ this 

vehicle. In addition to his lawsuit with Gregory, Hamilt01^ 
had another with Thomas Charles Hope, the professor 

0 

chemistry, who had accused him of lying. Hamilton brought 
an action against Hope for defamation of character and the 

jury found a verdict in favour of Hamilton with one farthing 

damages. The public at large were greatly delighted with 
the legal proceedings and the verdict, and Hope, after the 

14 



Passages of Medical History 

decision, received from his friends a shower of letters enclosing 
farthings, one of which he sent to Hamilton demanding a 
receipt. Hamilton had also a quarrel with the whole Senatus m regard to his demand that attendance at a class of midwi ery 
should be made compulsory, and this quarrel was only settled 
y a Royal Commission and by a judgment in the ourt o 

ession in which Hamilton was victorious. 
Another worthy of this time was Andrew Duncan (1744- 

J828), who is often called Andrew Duncan senior, to distinguish 
from his son of the same name who was the first professor ?f medical jurisprudence and later became professor of materia 

medica. Andrew Duncan (senior), during his student days Was a prominent member of the Royal Medical Society, and 
s?rne time later he was elected five times successively to t e 

office of its president, and carried through the building o t e 

society's hall. He also obtained the Royal Charter for this 
s?ciety. ]-je was celebrated for his kindness to the stu ents 

Under his care, and at his grave in Buccleuch burying-groun hls tombstone can still be seen within a high-walled enclosure 
^rrounded by small stones which he erected to the memory of various students who had died under his care, and to w om he 

accorded this post-mortem hospitality. He took a great 
interest in the well-being of his fellow practitioners in 

Edinburgh, and was an early exponent of the present-day 
^ovement for nutrition and physical fitness. According y 
lr) 1773 he projected the ^Esculapian Club with as its c ie 
0 ject the holding of conventions for supper, and it still exists as a dining club. In 1782 he formed a similar association on a Wider basis known as the Harveian Society or the Circulation 
Uub, which still celebrates the birthday of Harvey upon 

its annual meeting is held. The original dinner o thls 
society consisted of three courses with an allowance of 

?.ne bottle of port for each person present. This amount of 
llc*uid refreshment, being found far from sufficient, was 

^PPlemented by bets of wine between the members on a 
s of jocular and trivial matters. In 1786, eing is 

satisfied with the amount of physical exercise taken by his medical colleagues, he founded a Gymnastic Club which or 
a time was extremely popular, and held an annual festival at 

.th Golf House with prizes for golfing, bowling, and 

shimming. More important, however, than these social 
CHIR. 
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enterprises was his encouragement of medical projects. He 

founded the Medico-Chirurgical Society in 1821, and he 

obtained Royal Charters not only for the Medical Society but 

for the Royal Public Dispensary, the Royal Edinburgh Asylum 
for the Insane, and the Royal Caledonian Horticultural 
Society. 

Thomas Charles Hope (1766-1844), son of the professor 
of botany and successor of Joseph Black, was a notable chemist) 
to whom we owe the discovery of that principle that the 

maximum density of water is above the freezing point, so that 

water expands as it freezes and hence the burst pipes of 

winter time. 

A practitioner, not to be confused with James Hamilton 
the obstetrician, was James Hamilton an Edinburgh physician, 
of whom there are celebrated paintings by Raeburn and 
William Dyce, and who invented Hamilton's Pill of colocynth 
and hyoscyamus. He was known to his intimates as 

" Cocky 

Hamilton, as he wore a three-cornered hat for a long time 
after this article had ceased to be fashionable. 

John Abercrombie (1780-1844) was another celebrated 
practitioner with immense practice, which he managed with 
the help of a large number of apprentices, dividing between 
them the patients in different sectors of the city. So numerous 
were his pupils that they formed a medical society of then* 
own. Abercrombie wrote several important works on the 

pathology of various diseases, and he was physician to the 

King in Scotland and Rector of Marischal College, Aberdeen- 
He was so busy a man that it is not surprising to learn that 
he died from rupture of the heart in 1844. 

Another well-known physician and publicist of the time 
was Andrew Combe (1797-1847) who was physician-extra- 
ordinary to the Queen in Scotland and wrote important 
treatises upon physiology as applied to daily life. He is 

remembered chiefly for the interest he took in what was then 
a newly introduced and much debated method of cerebral 
localisation, known as phrenology. 

Alexander Monro (tertius), (1773-1859), has been mentioned 
as succeeding his distinguished father in 1798. As he proved 
an unsatisfactory teacher, extra-mural classes on anatomy 

sprang up and flourished. Two of the lecturers were the 

brothers John and Charles Bell. John Bell, in 1790, built 
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' Hall, where he 

an anatomical school adjoining the S Varies. They were 
was assisted by his V?^er 

as well as anatomists 
both excellent draughtsmen andeng 

be gald to ha 
and illustrated their own works. They m Y 

from founded the subject of surgica ana 
^ad previously e 

the 
systematic way in which 

anat??{ohn Bell and Greg?ry' I viewed. Owing to a quarrel betwee J 
^ ^ ̂  sides John conducted by means of abusive pa 

. 

nt to the oy 
Bell was virtually excluded from 

in Edinburgh Infirmary, and Charles Bell gave up teac^ g Edinburgh * and went to London in 1804? e- 
rouS teaching of an a on professor of surgery in i B36. eV 

, 

Hare scandal o 1 
W other lecturers led to the Burke and Ha but this must stand over to anot er 

jantern slides.) (The Communication was illustrate y 
\ 

. 

rhich Mr Struthers A discussion followed, in the 
been aPPrentlced referred to the fact that Char es 
showed, fr?m 

his brother John in the year 179^* the original indenture Library of the Royal College of Surg > 

follows between the brothers. The indenture runs 

indenture 

betwixt I 
Mr JOHN BELL and CHARLE 

Mh Septanier ,-,r- 

SnIgfn 
It is contracted & agreed bctu'^' & Charles Bell his Apothecary in Edinburgh on the one P 

Robert Bell Writer 
:mself 

w?h the special advice & Consent o 
^ Cautioner for 

. 

Signet as Cautioner for him 
and^al50.?Charles Bell with one ad & as taking burden on him for the 

sardthat is to say Th and assent on the other part In ?Jice to the said John wid Charles Bell hereby becomes bomi ? PP 
the space ?f 

Bell in his Calling of Surgery & f last notw.thsmndmg 
Years 

commencing from the second day 
^ charles ?el 

u 

of the date hereof During which spac 
^ faithfully & h 

& Obliges himself to serve the said Jo 
^ not hear of his 

^ 

by day & night holy day & work day 
without glVinS 

he 

? damage at any time during the said space 
^ ̂is power That he 

thereof to him & hindering it to the 
i7 
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shall not reveal his masters secrets in his arts nor the secret diseases 

of his patients nor have any patients of his own upon any pretext 
nor absent himself from his service at any time during the space, 
aforesaid without his masters liberty and shall not play at any Games 
shall not be drunk nor a night walker nor an haunter of idle 

or 

debauched Company and that he shall not disobey his masters orders 

upon any pretence nor be guilty of nor accessory to raising any 

Tumults or uproars within the City of Edinburgh or the Suburbs 
thereof and he & his said Cautioner oblige themselves Conjunctly 
& Severally to relieve his master of all penalties that shall happen 
to be imposed upon him by the Town Council of Edinburgh in case 

he the said apprentice shall be found guilty as aforesaid conform 
t0 

the Acts of Council made thereanent And further the said apprentice 
obliges himself that he shall not misbehave by word or deed or 

in 

any other way but if he shall committ or omit anything contrary 
to the premisses in such event is hereby declared & agreed that hc 

shall lose his apprentice fee and be extruded by his said master from 
his service and shall lose all the liberties & priviledges of this Indenture 
and that it shall become void & null to him for his part thereof ips0 
facto and that without any process or Declarator of Law And Lastly 
the said apprentice & his said cautioner bind & oblige themselves 
Conjunctly & Severally to make up & repair all loss and damage 
the said John Bell shall sustain by his negligence disobedince absence 
or any enormity whatsoever And the said apprentice obliges himself 
to relieve his said Cautioner of his Cautionry and all loss damage 
& Expense he may happen to sustain thereby For the which Causes 
and in consideration of the sum of Fifty pounds sterling instantly 
paid & delivered by the said Cautioner in name of Apprentice fee 
with the said Charles Bell to the said John Bell whereof he grants 
the Receipt & Discharges all concerned thereof forever The said 
John Bell obliges himself to teach & instruct his said apprentice in 
the said Arts of Surgery & Pharmacy & shall not hide nor conceal 
anything of the same from him And Finally both parties bind & 

oblige themselves to perform the premisses to each other & the party 
failling to pay to the party observing or willing to observe the sum 
of Twenty pound shall over & above performance And they Consent 
to the Registration hereof in the books of Council & Session or any 
others competent (therein to remain for preservation &) that Letters 
of Horning on six days charge & all other necessary Execution may 
pass upon & Deirect to be hereto interponed in form as Effeirs 

& 

Constitute 
Their Prors &c In Witness Whereof these presents written up011 

Stamped paper by Alexander Grant Clerk to William Balderston 
writer to the Signet Clerk to the Royal College and Incorporation 

of 

Surgeons of the City of Edinburgh are subscribed by the said parties 
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^ Edinburgh the Twenty Sixth day of September Seventeen hundred 
ninety two before these witnesses George Joseph Bell Advocate & 

rancis Bathie apprentice to the said John Bell the place date witnesses 
**ames & Designations having been filled up by the said Geo Jos eU and the word David having been deleted before signing 

(Signed) JOHN BELL 

^0 JOS BELL Witness CHAS ^TLTL 'RANCIS BATHIE Witness ROBt. BELL 

chir. 
19 
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Meeting?3rd November 1937. 

PRIVATE BUSINESS. 

The following were admitted Members of the Society : G. P* 

Walker Adamson, L.R.C.P. & S.Ed., L.R.F.P.S.Glas.; John T- 

Baldwin, M.B., Ch.B. ; Arthur F. M. Barron, M.B., Ch.B. ; John 
Frederick Birrell, M.B., F.R.C.S.Ed. ; J. Halliday Croom, B.A- 

(Cantab.), M.B., Ch.B., M.R.C.P.Ed.; Ian Dalgleish Easton, 

M.B., Ch.B., M.R.C.P.Ed. ; John Borrie Harris, L.R.C.P. & S.Ed-> 
L.R.F.P.S.Glas.; John Louis Henderson, M.B., Ch.B., M.R.C.P.Ed-5 
John Sommerville Lyle, M.B., Ch.B., F.R.C.S.Ed. ; Willia^ 
Thomson Munro, M.D., D.P.H., F.R.C.P.Ed. ; Meyer Rassin, 
M.B., Ch.B., F.R.C.S.Ed. ; William Stanley Shaw, M.B., Ch.B. 5 
David Wyllie, M.B., Ch.B. 
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