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OBITUARY NOTICE.
Sir Benjamin" Ward Richardson

M.D., F.R.S.,

Etc.

Although the late Sir Benjamin Richardson devoted only
small part of the multifarous activity of his life to the
actual study of epidemics, yet his work as a sanitary
reformer, and his constant advocacy of measures which he
deemed calculated to improve the public health, constitute
a distinct claim
upon our pages.
Benjamin Ward Richardson was born at Somerby, in
Leicestershire, in 1828, and the last completed act of his
life was to revise the concluding chapter of a volume of
Memorials," from which much interesting information
about the author may be gleaned, although unfortunately
the book is but imperfectly supplied with dates, even in
relation to the principal events of his life. It appears that
his mother, who died in his early childhood, had not
only destined him for the ifiedical profession, and sketched
out the road by which he was to attain to it, but that she
had also succeeded in impressing upon him the value and
the importance of the work which he would be called upon
His father, who lived to a great age, was
to perform.
anxious to carry the maternal wishes into effect; and
hence the whole training of the future physician was so
directed as to have some bearing upon his intended
profession. He was first sent to a dame school, presumably
in his native village; and, after a short time at a preparatory school of a more advanced character, he went to
another, at which he remained for some years, and of
which we are only told that it was in Leicestershire, and
that it was presided over by the Rev. W. Young Nutt. Of
this school young Richardson seems to have retained none
but pleasant memories ; although his account of his pursuits
there would tend to suggest that he must have been what
most schoolboys would call a
sap." On leaving it,
he was apprenticed, according to the fashion of those days,
to Mr. Henry Hudson, a medical practitioner at Somerby,
and was there initiated into the routine duties of country
medical life, with the result that he became familiar with
all kinds of professional duty and emergency, and ready to
turn his hand to anything which might be required of
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him. The days of apprenticeship are gone beyond recall;
but it is impossible not to feel that, in many respects, they
conferred great advantages upon young men who were
fortunate in the masters with whom they were placed; and
Richardson, from his own account, seems to have been thus
favourably circumstanced. From Mr. Hudson he went to
study at what was then called Anderson's University in
Glasgow, and from there, as a sort of unqualified assistant,
Ultito a brother of Mr. Hudson's, at Saffron Walden.
mately, he passed the qualifying examination of the
Faculty of Physicians and Surgeons of Glasgow, and
accepted an invitation to go to Mortlake, in order to assist,
and to conduct a branch practice for, Dr. Willis of Barnes,
a
scholarly and highly-accomplished physician, who wished
to relieve himself of the drudgery of attendance on some
of the outlying portions of his district. In 1853, while
Richardson was still at Mortlake, the writer of these lines
first made his acquaintance, and laid the foundation of a
friendship which, in spite of differences of opinion on many
subjects, remained undisturbed to the last. At Mortlake
he was indefatigable, alike in the treatment of the sick,
in the investigation of disease, and in his communications, always interesting and often highly original, to the
British Medical Association and other Societies. On the
appearance of cholera in England in 1853, he succeeeded in
founding among his medical neighbours the East Surrey
Society for the Investigation of Cholera", which held its
meetings in the Hawkstone Hall in the Waterloo Road, and
in which the writer succeeded him as Honorary Secretary
in 1854, when Richardson had obtained the degree of M.D.
from the University of St. Andrews, and had decided to try
liis fortune in London. He settled in Hinde Street, next
door to the house in Manchester Square in which he died;
and having converted his coach-house into a laboratory,
continued for many years to devote much of his time, and
practically the whole of his leisure, to physiological and
pathological research. As the first fruit of his labours in
these directions he obtained, in 1856, the Astley Cooper
Triennial Prize of ?300, for the best essay on the
Coagulation
of the Blood; and, in relation to this, he was the first to
point
out that some of the conclusions which he had maintained
required to be re-considered by the light of fresh evidence.
Soon afterwards he published a paper on fibrinous deposits in the heart, as one consequence of which he soon
began to take definite rank a.s a consultant. Previously to
this, he had either had no patients in London, or, as is
"

"

"

OBITUARY.

201

of a remunerative kind; and it is said
after the publication of his paper, a gentleman went to seek his advice, Richardson,
quite unprepared
for such an occurrence, came into the room in a green-baize
apron, with a file in one hand, and a piece of brass tube in
the other, and, with some asperity at being interrupted,
asked the visitor what he wanted. This phase of his life was,
however, of short duration, and was succeeded by another
of perpetual professional and literary activity. It would
be difficult to remember even a tithe of the work which he
crowded into his days, or a tithe of the researches in which
he wras engaged. For some years he delivered lectures at
his own house to medical men brought together by invitation, and these lectures w7ere abundantly illustrated by
experiments, often of a completely original character. 80
much were they appreciated by those who heard them, that
they led to the presentation of a microscope and a purse of
one thousand
guineas from his professional brethren : a
distinction probably unique in its kind, and one which
Richardson would estimate at its true value.
Among his many pursuits, a favourite one wras the study
of anaesthetics, both local and general, and he introduced
into practice the bichloride of methylene, which Sir
Spencer Wells never deserted, and also the method of
freezing the surface of the skin by ether spray, which soon
passed out of favour, partly from the difficulty of making
a clean incision in the frozen skin,
partly from the ether
having caught fire in more than one instance, so as to
occasion consequences which wrere unpleasant, if not
dangerous. The painless extinction of life occupied much
of his attention, and stimulated him to many inventions,
of which the " lethal chamber at the Home for Lost Dogs
is perhaps the only one which has survived him. He
introduced into practice the very useful sodium ethylate,
which has since found a place in the British Pharmacopoeia,
and did much to elucidate the action, both physiological
and therapeutical, of the nitrite of amyl.
In 1875, at the Brighton meeting of the Social Science
Congress, Richardson startled the public by his description
of an imaginary "Hygeia," or City of Health, to be so
constructed that disease should find no place within its
boundaries, and that its inhabitants should die only from
accident or from old age. He had then but lately joined
the ranks of the total abstainers from alcohol; and the
prohibition of the sale or consumption of this agent held a
prominent place among the peculiarities by which the city
most
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The scheme, it is hardly
name.
in many of its features Utopian, and
would have required a regeneration of the inhabitants, as
well as the construction of special buildings fitted to
was

to

deserve

necessary to say,

contain them.
Prior to his

its

was

sudden conversion to total

abstinence,

have been
described as a "jovial liver", and he was accustomed much
to unbend at many social gatherings where wine and its
He was a
kindred liquids were used without stint.
member of various clubs with droll names, mostly more or
less Bohemian in their character, and was the life and soul
of all of them, the frequent chairman or president of many.
After his teetotalism, I saw less of him than before ; but
was forced to the conclusion that his change of habits had
not been beneficial, nor do I feel able to acquit it of some
share in bringing about a death which at least was premature. With his strong body and active brain, he might
reasonably have been expected to attain his century.
Side by side with practice and with research, Richardson's
literary activity was marvellous. Besides a romance
called The Son of a Star", and a vast number of contributions to medical and other journals and magazines, he
Thomas Sop with and of Sir Edwin
wrote lives of
Chadwick; originated and for a time edited the Journal of
Public Health, and the Social Science Review; and
for twelve years before his death wrote the whole of the
Ascleiriad, a quarterly medical journal, of which nearly
every number contained a biographical notice of some
medical worthy of bygone times. He was also a frequent
lecturer on social and scientific subjects, and a prodigious
reader of general literature ; loving especially, and often
quoting from, the best writers of the Elizabethan and
Stuart periods.
It must be apparent, even from this brief sketch, that
Richardson's results in the way of permanent achievement
were
not commensurate with
the energy which was
expended on his work. A great deal of this work, indeed,
as for
example his popular lecturing, was in its very nature
fleeting; his powers were spread over too wide a surface
to produce the effects of more concentrated
effort; and his
intellect was not free from blemishes of a serious character.
The world little knows", says Faraday in a brilliant
"
passage, how many of the thoughts and theories which
have passed through the mind of a scientific
investigator
have been crushed in silence and secrecy by his own severe

Richardson, although

"

"

never

intemperate, might

OBTTUAKY.

293

criticism and adverse examination; that in the most successful
instances not a tenth of the suggestions, the hopes, the
wishes, the preliminary conclusions, have been realised."
This
crushing in silence and secrecy" was the very
respect in which Richardson was deficient; and the
deficiency led him to put forth views which did not bear
the test of further investigation, and which only tended to
bring his reputation for accuracy into discredit. He was
evidently too prone to assume the truth of that which he
wished to believe ; and it is probable that his twenty years
of campaign against alcohol failed to establish a single fact
which was relevant to his views. Full of ingenuity, and
of the " scientific uses of the imagination", he nevertheless
was unable
to subject this imagination to a curb of
sufficient strength. He was prolific of hypotheses, but only
a few of them have survived to become additions to the
stock of recognised truth.
Whatever may have been the defects of Richardson's
intellectual character, his personality was eminently interesting and loveable. The Times justly described him
as
an admirable
and original after-dinner speaker, a
charming conversationalist and companion, and one of the
most genial and amiable of men."
From the same source
I take the record that he received the honour of knighthood
in 1893, and among other distinctions was a Fellow of the
Royal Society, of the Society of Antiquaries, of the Royal
College of Physicians of London, and of the Faculty of
Physicians and Surgeons of Glasgow. He was M.A., M.D.,
and LL.D. of St. Andrews, Fothergillian gold medallist and
past President of the Medical Society of London, President
(for thirty-two consecutive years) of the St. Andrews
Graduates Association, President of the Medical Temperance
Association and of the Society of Sanitary Inspectors, and
honorary physician to the London Temperance Hospital,
the Royal Literary Fund, the Newspaper Press Fund, and
1 he Society of Schoolmasters.
In no capacity", said The
Times, "will his loss be more severely felt than as honorary
physician and registrar of the Royal Literary Fund.
Many men of letters owe much to his kindly intervention
and advice."
On Wednesday, the 18th of November, 1896, an hour
or two after the
completion of his last book, Richardson
was stricken down
by apoplexy. He lingered until Saturday the 21st, and died without having recovered consciousness.
He left a widow, two sons and a daughter.
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