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whom it concerns,
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who lit the spark.




Now the patient is the central character.

– JOHN BERGER, A Fortunate Man




Prologue



[image: Start of image description, A black and white photograph of a wooded hillside in winter. A few houses and trees are dotted along the upper ridge, silhouetted against a grey sky. The trees at the valley floor appear ghostly as banks of mist blow across the scene., end of image description]

A landscape doesn’t know who will build a life in its folds and undulations, walk its paths, make breath of its air.






[image: Start of image description, A black and white photograph of a valley landscape in spring. A white house with slate roof is in the foreground; it sits on the banks of a river that flows past a ploughed field, the light reflected in the flooded furrows. The opposite bank is a wall of steep forest, and a vista of woods and fields stretches out beyond., end of image description]

It doesn’t care who is born or who dies here, its birdsong outside their window. Whoever grows to love the smell of its woods after rain, or finds hope in the rising sun that sweeps shadows down its flanks, that is their business and theirs alone. A landscape is like a book that cannot know who will read it, or how its stories will shape their lives.



[image: Start of image description, A black and white photograph, taken through the bare branches of winter trees, shows a village on a wooded hillside, the incline so steep that the houses, some plastered white, others in grey stone, appear placed one above the other., end of image description]





I FOUND A BOOK, unopened for nearly fifty years. It had fallen behind my parents’ bookshelves half a lifetime ago, but never hit the floor, instead hanging in suspended animation, looped on a metal strut mid-air. An old Penguin paperback of John Berger’s A Fortunate Man, priced at 45 new pence or 9 shillings.

It was the summer of 2020 and I was clearing out my parents’ house. My father was long dead and my mother, then in her eighties, was suffering from Alzheimer’s. Her last year here had been frightening and chaotic, filled with a succession of doctors and paramedics, nurses and social workers, all well meaning and professional, but none of whom had known my mother before all this started, nor stayed long enough to get to know her now. A string of hospital stays followed, culminating in a bout of Covid-19. Finally, she was transferred from an acute elderly ward, where the virus was taking hold, into a care home. So now the house she and my father had shared must be emptied and sold.

Surrounded by boxes, packing cases, and all the debris of a long life, I fished the paperback out from behind the shelves and smoothed the dust from it. First published in 1967, this edition was from 1971, which meant, I realized, that my mother had bought A Fortunate Man when she was pregnant with me. ‘The Story of a Country Doctor’ it said on the cover. Below was a black-and-white photo, blurry with movement, of a man in shirtsleeves, a pair of long, curved forceps in each hand, the outline of a patient lying on a bed behind him. I turned to the opening page, where I was startled by a photograph that spanned the double spread.

The image shows a river, its banks thick with rough grass, rising to a broad field fringed by hedgerows. A single handsome oak in full leaf draws the eye upwards to the valley sides, inky with dense woodland, beneath a flat, pale English sky. Silhouetted in the morning light, two men are fishing from a small skiff, one at the oars, the other rod in hand. Their reflections in the river are mirror-sharp between eddies and mazy patches that hint at the current beneath.

I knew that river, that field. I knew that tree. As I’d left home early that morning to drive the hundred and fifty miles to my mother’s house in the Midlands, I could have taken just such a photograph myself.

Standing there, knee-deep in our family ephemera, I scanned the pages for familiar place names and found none. So I tapped the title of the book into my phone. Sure enough, A Fortunate Man takes place in the same remote, rural valley that’s been my home for the last decade. The book is an account of six weeks in 1966 that the critic and writer John Berger, and the photographer Jean Mohr, spent documenting the work of the local doctor.

It was this that made my heart skip a beat. For not only was this my home, my valley, but I too knew the doctor, his successor, the woman who serves this same community today. I knew she was a similar age to me, a similar age to this book I was holding. I knew she’d spent twenty years at the medical practice with its twin surgeries up on each shoulder of the valley. I knew that people trust her and that she loves her job, rarely takes a day off. I knew people said it’s unusual nowadays to have a family doctor like her, almost as if she were some trace of a bygone age. A fortunate woman like her predecessor, perhaps, but then – my next thought – God, what a time to be a doctor.

Of this I was certain: something had aligned, urgent and irresistible; something connecting these highly medicalized and strangely impersonal months in my beloved mother’s life and the book I found, by chance, in the home she’d had to leave; something connecting the author of the book and me, a place, a landscape, a story; above all, something that bound fast the physician pictured on the cover of the paperback in my hand and a woman I know today, an ordinary doctor who walks in his footsteps. I wasn’t yet sure how or why, but these things seemed threaded together – as a river threads through a landscape.

[image: Start of image description, A black and white photograph taken from high above a valley; it looks down on the tiled rooftops of a small village nestled on one bank of a river flanked by thick trees. A white metal bridge spans the river, and a car is driving over it., end of image description]

A FORTUNATE MAN never names the locality in which it is set, nor identifies the doctor’s patients whose stories are told. ‘None of the case histories in this book,’ reads the copyright page, ‘refer to particular persons; each has been compounded from several cases.’ Even the name ‘Dr John Sassall’ is a pseudonym. Rather than a piece of journalism per se, Berger sifted the fine detail of this country doctor’s life and his valley community, panning it like river silt for gold. The resulting meditation on the nature of the doctor–patient relationship framed ‘Sassall’ as a paragon of empathy and dedication, and it made the book a classic, albeit an obscure one. To this day, A Fortunate Man remains much loved by doctors, oft quoted in medical literature and a fixture on trainee medics’ reading lists.

Still, for all its seminal importance, the world has turned in the half century since A Fortunate Man was written. Medicine is different. Rural life is different. Society, class, gender, all radically transformed since the 1960s. Doctors are different too, not least in the fact that, certainly in primary care, now well over half of them are women. Quite apart from the pandemic that was in full flow, didn’t my chance discovery, this unwitting gift from my mother, present an opportunity, an obligation, to revisit this tale of a country doctor with a fresh gaze?

I set aside the book, emailed the doctor and, within the hour, she’d replied. Yes, she knew the book. Yes, it had played an extraordinary part in her own story; she’d explain how. And yes, yes, we should meet. If the weather was fine, she wrote, we could sit and talk on the old pew salvaged by the parish sexton during the renovation of the village church and positioned on a hummock in the wet meadow behind the surgery. So this is how we began, the doctor and I, amid marsh orchids, wood anemones and birdsong.

THE STORY THAT FOLLOWS pieced itself together over the next twelve months. Our first meeting by the meadow came during the lull after the first wave of the Covid pandemic, and it wasn’t long before another wave rolled in. Through necessity, over-the-shoulder observation gave way to conversation. GPs are taught that they need to listen, she said, so it’s unusual to talk. Yet it was exactly this that opened up the story far beyond the emergency of the moment. We’d walk, for hours at a time, through the woods of the valley, head torches bent on the winter-dark path, or as the months passed, the forest floor dappled by shafts of spring sunshine where the doctor’s dogs bustled at our feet. As we walked, she told me about her life, what it is and what it means to be a doctor in a place like this, at a time like this.

It was not that she was out of the ordinary; she needed me to understand that. In many ways, she was like any hard-working GP, except for the turn of good fortune that had brought her to this valley, this practice, this community. For such is the nature of the landscape here and the people for whom it is home, that it shapes, indeed demands, a form of medical practice that is fast disappearing, as my mother and I knew all too well. Put simply, she is a doctor who knows her patients. She is the keeper of their stories, over years and across generations, witness to the infinite variety of their lives. These stories, she says, are what her job is all about. They are what sustains her, even in days as hard as these.

This is a true account. Everything in the pages that follow transpired in some form, at some time, during the doctor’s working life. However, the confidentiality of the medical consultation is sacrosanct, protected both by ethical obligation and by law. That’s why the details of specific patient consultations have been reimagined and reconfigured into composites, so as to be unrecognizable. In all but three stories, where anonymity would have been impossible to preserve and where patient consent was given, no case history relates to a single individual. Periodically, when lockdown permitted, we were joined in the valley by a long-time collaborator of mine, the photographer Richard Baker. It should be noted that no patients who appear in his photographs bear any correspondence to the stories told. Maintaining confidentiality has remained of the utmost importance throughout the process. This, so the doctor explained, was the only way she could truly show the relationships at the heart of her work. ‘I love this job very much,’ she wrote to me before our first long walk together, ‘so my patients’ trust is more important to me than anything I can think of.’

And that seems a fitting place to begin.
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HE LIMPS INTO THE ROOM, trailing a faint tang of sheep.

‘Morning.’ The word comes out a single syllable. He lowers himself, with a sharp, tinny exhalation, into the chair by the desk, which creaks under his weight. He is one of those patients not given to troubling the doctor with minor ailments. She masks the concern his presence causes with a few pleasantries about the damp weather. Then she rolls her seat back from the desk to face him and, assuming the comfortable posture, hands folded in lap, that she’s learned puts her patients at ease, she asks how she can help today.

‘My chest, doctor.’ He pauses. ‘Rattling cough. Can’t seem to shift.’ She asks to take a look at his throat and listen to his chest. A mouthful of fillings yawns wide, his eyes turned to the wall. As he unbuttons the checked flannel of his shirt for the cold stethoscope, the doctor asks after his wife, says she’s glad when she hears that Mary is ‘much better and all that’. But the man is not smiling. The doctor watches his face and listens, first on one side of his barrel chest, then on the other. His breathing sounds as old men’s lungs do when they’ve spent a lifetime around hay, straw and chemical sheep dip, wheezy, but not unusually so.

‘It was the wife suggest I come down here.’

His face is greyer than it usually is when she passes him in his pickup on the lanes. Mary was perhaps worried about something, she says, helping him remove one sleeve and stepping behind an expanse of whiskery back. He doesn’t reply, but she can see an uncomfortable stillness in his shoulders. She positions the stethoscope, listens left and right.

‘Course if it’s nothing’ – he moves both hands to the arms of the chair and makes to get up – ‘I’ll be off.’

She touches his shoulder to stop him and now the doctor is playing for time. Asking how things are up on the hill, she checks his blood pressure, pulse, temperature. She has often said, and only half in jest, that farmers are always richer and sharper than they appear. She doesn’t see so many of them these days. Truth is, she admires an intelligence moulded outside of conventional education and, although it doesn’t make her job any easier, she is moved by the old-world stoicism of their way of life. It makes her think of the wind on the lip of the valley and how it has crooked the branches of the trees that grow there to withstand even the wildest weather. She knows an A&E doctor at a nearby hospital who won’t let any farmer be discharged without first being reviewed by a consultant; the very fact they’re there is usually an indication that something’s seriously wrong. Now, as the man shrugs his bulk back into his shirt, she mentions the limp she noticed when he arrived. You don’t usually limp, she says, and asks if he’s in pain. She uses his first name, meets his eye. He shrugs, almost imperceptibly. ‘S’pose I am, doctor.’ He has instinctively cupped his palm at the top of his right thigh. ‘Tussle with a gate the other day.’

Piece by piece, she draws the story out. The said tussle took place two weeks ago. The pain has remained ever since. One leg feels shorter than the other. He’ll need an X-ray, she says, to rule out hairline fractures.

‘But we’re lambing. Another couple of hundred ewes to go, so.’ She pictures the lambing shed, folded into an envelope of woodland half a mile along the ridge out of the village, and she asks how he’s managing to lamb with that painful leg.

‘I crawl.’

He pauses. She waits.

‘After she’s lambed, the ewe, I just, you know, hands and knees over to the quad and use the little ladder there on the side to pull myself up.’ He looks her directly in the eye, this schoolgirl who’s been his doctor these twenty years. ‘Not the end of the world, doctor.’

She wheels her chair back to the computer on the desk and, kind but firm, makes an X-ray appointment two hours from now up at the forest hospital, checking he can get there without an ambulance.

‘If I have to. My lad can drive me. He’s waiting in the pickup.’

She moves to help him stand, but he raises a finger to stop her, lurches to his feet, then slowly limps out of the room and down the corridor. You go carefully, she says to his retreating back.

Later that afternoon, the doctor takes a call from the radiographer at the hospital. The farmer has fractured the neck of his right femur. This is so astonishing that the doctor asks whether he could have fallen since she saw him, but the answer is no. The farmer has been walking, and lambing, with a broken hip for a fortnight.

A few weeks after his hip surgery, the doctor makes a home visit to assess his recovery. He mutters about the physiotherapy he’s been asked to do. ‘A load of nonsense, that is. Told me to use a piece of elastic no bigger than a condom. You seen the size of me?’ And, not impolitely, he shows her the door.

A MILE OR SO from the farm, the earth falls away, carved deep by a river. Pastures give way to cliffs and steep gullies knotted with ancient woods and scattered with fragments of lives long past: a maze of old stone walls, tangled paths that lead nowhere, old railway cuttings, heavy with brambles and wild garlic, their only traffic now deer and badgers. As if calibrated not to human time, but to tree time, this valley speaks of the power of nature to reassert itself as people come and go. The handful of villages that lie within it or perch on the slopes above seem like reclaimed land borrowed from a sea of green.

In March 1967, the BBC aired a documentary to coincide with the publication of John Berger’s A Fortunate Man. It opens with grainy footage of the gaberdine-clad country doctor himself, driving through the valley in his Land Rover. Down a steep wooded lane he goes, then up and over the hump of a bridge, a bank of dark forest ahead, and on through a village, separated from a silvery bend in the river by a thin strip of field. Through the rain-flecked windscreen, not just the contours of the landscape but much of the detail is familiar, uncannily so, more than half a century later: the railings on the bridge, the fence line in the field, the positioning of road signs and tilt of rooftops, the light on the water, the outstretched branches of trees. The world as it was then is the world as it is now, intact, or so it seems, the landscape apparently indifferent to the passage of time.

More than fifty years on, the community remains rural, nominally at least, and the pace of life is still languid, even on a busy day. There are farmers, although fewer than there were, and woodsmen too, although they tend to call themselves ‘tree surgeons’ these days. Plenty of folk keep a few sheep, or some bees, although not many make their living that way anymore. The valley was never an agricultural heartland, never home to the vast, wealthy farms of the floodplains further north. Many made their crust in the valley quarries, or the small factories of nearby towns, making steam boilers or radiators, fruit cordials or lorry tyres. But home they would come to smallholdings and cider apple orchards that marched downhill to the banks of the river. It was not so long ago, certainly within living memory, that most families would have had a cow out back for milk, maybe a couple of pigs, and all came together at haymaking time or to celebrate the harvest. Only small pockets of that life cling on today.

The modern world has inched its way in, a discreet 4G mast here, a rooftop satellite dish there. Indeed, the bubble of isolation previously so idiomatic to this valley has largely burst. Yes, there are families who’ve lived here for generations, and remember the maypole every spring, or the winter it snowed so hard, great drifts blew into arches above the narrow lanes, or how a local man who’d fought in the war thereafter washed his hands of humankind and took up residence in a cave beneath the cliff, lichen growing in his beard. However, alongside the old families, there are now incomers, with different stories, jobs elsewhere, children who leave, lives that look out.

[image: Start of image description, A black and white photograph of a farmer leading his flock of sheep into a broad, flat field bounded by hedgerows and a number of slender trees without leaves. The farmer’s back is to the camera, a sack slung over his shoulder, a woollen hat on his head. The ewes walk in front, close to the farmer, followed by the lambs., end of image description]

IT’S ONE OF the valley doctor’s preferred shortcuts for crossing the village, this path that skirts the graveyard past the grassy tump of a long-gone medieval keep, leading up to the new houses behind the Post Office that’s no longer a post office. She’s cycling along it when she spots him crossing the damp grass towards the church. She stops and watches him for a moment, as he worries at some creases in his shirt. As a doctor, she’s looked after him since he was a boy, although now he is tall and broad, head and shoulders above her.

She calls his name and he turns, walking over to the wall separating path and graveyard. She says how glad she is that he made it and he explains that finals aren’t for a few weeks yet, so his tutor gave him the green light to come. ‘I couldn’t miss it,’ he says. She asks about the journey and the hours it must have taken from his university town on the other side of the country. ‘I left halls just as it was getting light,’ he says. ‘Six o’clock coach.’ The doctor asks what he’s going to play and the young man lifts a carrier bag containing some sheet music. ‘It’s Bach, and a Parry elegy for the end, as well as the hymns of course.’ He tugs again at his shirt. ‘Do I look smart enough?’ he asks. ‘I’m worried it’s got crumpled on the bus.’ She reassures him and points out that no one can see what you’re wearing at the organ anyway. ‘I think I’m just a bit nervous,’ he says. She mentions that the old lady would love that it was him playing and the young man nods, chews his lip. She has a couple of home visits to do, she says, but she’ll be back in time for the service. Then she lifts both hands from the handlebars, fingers crossed. He creaks open the old door of the church, disappears inside.

As the doctor pedals away, her mind tracks back through the young man’s story. He had been ten when his father left suddenly, plunging the family, his mother and two siblings, into emotional and financial chaos. That was when they moved here from the city, and over the months that followed, she’d seen a good deal of them at the surgery. Another patient, a woman in her sixties who’d lived all her life on the far side of the village, had recently lost her husband of many years and was struggling with loneliness. So the doctor simply introduced them, the single mother and the new widow, and as she did so, she seeded an idea. Perhaps the boy, who was missing his piano lessons and the instrument they’d had to sell, could practise on the old Chappell upright that stood in the widow’s hall?

Over the years, this friendship, so unlikely on the face of it, had blossomed. There were informal piano lessons, impromptu children’s teas, birthday presents, all of it a lifeline to the single mother and her children. Later, when the older woman could no longer drive, the roles were reversed: shopping was fetched, her house cleaned, lifts to the surgery given. And today that little boy, now a young man, is to play Bach and Parry on the organ at her funeral.

The NHS might dub this social prescribing or patient participation, a ‘neighbourhood care network’ perhaps, but the doctor doesn’t much care what you call it. There are those among her colleagues who say this is not the job of a GP, that embroiling yourself in the social needs of your patients, at a time when primary care is already overwhelmed, is a recipe for disaster. All the same, the doctor feels a shiver of emotion as she cycles up through the beech woods above the village, thinking of the simple symmetry of help given and help received. She’s no dreamer; she knows there’s no grand panacea here for a world full of inequity and sorrow. All the same, she’s come to recognize these moments of light that flow from knowing your community and knowing your patients, and from connecting the two when you can. It is something a doctor can usefully do with the trust invested in them.

That early impulse with the boy and the piano, more than a decade ago now, was how this idea took shape.

[image: Start of image description, A black and white photograph looking down on a village tucked into a dip in a wide patchwork of fields, separated by hedges and lines of trees that stretch into the distance. A church spire set on a square stone bell tower is visible above the village rooftops. The sun is shining., end of image description]


SHE’S EXAMINING the papery soft hip of a woman in her early seventies. It’s been aching, the woman says. The doctor rubs her fingers together to warm them, apologizing for her cold hands. ‘Gracious, you’re right,’ says the woman. ‘They feel like ice cream.’ They laugh at the bane of being a doctor with perennially cold hands. ‘We need to knit you some mittens,’ says the woman from the consulting couch, as the doctor lifts and flexes her leg, rotating it outward and inward, outward and inward.

She has known this patient for several years, and always found her sunny and garrulous, one of those glass-half-full women who bake sponge cakes for neighbours and give their GP a tin of Quality Street at Christmas. But the doctor has never seen her legs before, she realizes, and one of them tells another story. She touches with a fingertip the milky corrugations of an old scar that runs almost from the woman’s knee to her left hip. It gives her leg the look of a crudely stitched rag doll. The doctor asks about it.

‘I was ten,’ the woman replies. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever mentioned it to you, but Dad used to deliver petrol door to door on the other side of the river and sometimes I’d go on his rounds with him before school. This is back when we had quite a few little petrol stations in the valley. He’d work at the pump in the afternoon, but in the morning he’d do a round of people’s cars and tractors with a tank on the back of the truck. Where d’you go for petrol now? Into town? We all do. But when I was a girl that was what Dad did and sometimes he’d take me along to open gates and what have you.’

A cloud passes over the woman’s face. It makes the doctor stop what she’s doing. She covers the woman’s lower half with a few paper squares of couch wrap and a murmured ‘There.’ But she doesn’t yet step outside the curtain. She listens.

‘So this was one of those mornings when the fog down in the valley is like custard. You drop down the hill into it, don’t you, and you can’t see your hand in front of you. So there I was, opening a gate for Dad, and this blue Ford Anglia came flying around the bend. The lad driving it swerved so he wouldn’t hit Dad’s truck and he hit me instead. Pinned me against the fence post in the hedge. He didn’t look much older than I was. I can still remember looking down at my leg and seeing this bumper with an L-plate painted on a bit of old box and tied to it with string. Anyway, it broke this big bone here, nasty break, twelve weeks in traction up at the hospital and Mum wasn’t allowed to stay with me. You weren’t in those days. Then I had a full year in the house, no school, because I couldn’t walk. They didn’t get you up and about like they do now, so.’

The woman falls quiet. And how, asks the doctor, did that affect you? For a moment, it is as if the woman hasn’t heard the question.

‘Well, I don’t like that valley fog for a start,’ she says and stops again. ‘D’you know, doctor, no one’s ever asked me that, so I’ve never stopped to think about it. But now I do, well, it blighted my entire life.’

As morning surgery wears on, the doctor tries and fails to shrug off the uncertainty of this encounter, the immensity of it. She finds herself perplexed by time both portioned out in ten-minute appointments and rolling inexorably from childhood to old age. For the rest of the day, the doctor herself feels wreathed in river mist, where nothing is quite as it seems.

[image: Start of image description, A black and white photograph of a man walking a small black dog on a lead. It is raining and a black umbrella obscures the man’s head and shoulders. He carries a walking stick in his left hand. The tarmac of the wet road beyond the pavement reflects the shadows of shrubs and trees. The hills of a wooded landscape are visible beyond., end of image description]

SHE WAS SITTING on his garden wall, the doctor, when he got back.

He had woken not long after five that Saturday morning, just as the rising sunlight touched the rooftops of the houses on the far side of the valley. Above the cacophony of a spring dawn, and the bellowing of a solitary ram in the field below, he could hear the blood roaring in his ears. That was what woke him, that or a strange pressure in his chest, as if an unseen hand had got hold of last night’s chicken dinner and was wrenching at it inside him. His wife had stirred and he’d told her he felt ‘bloody awful’. She had eyed him carefully, but he’d said, ‘No, stop it, I’m fine’, taken an aspirin and gone back to sleep. Come breakfast time, his wife’s protests that he should get to the hospital, if only as a precaution, had been batted away. ‘Nah, I’m alright’, and off he’d gone to replace a couple of slates on a roof in the next village and collect some bales. It was when he returned that he found the doctor, in her weekend civvies, jeans and walking boots, sitting on the stone wall outside the cottage. She often walked her dogs up through the woods that rose between their two houses. They’d been neighbours for nigh-on twenty years and it wasn’t unusual for her to stop and chat. But there were no dogs with her today. Instead, he spied a certain resolve in her face as she smiled when his van pulled in.

‘I’ve been waiting for you,’ she said.

He greeted her by her first name. They had never bothered with the ‘Doctor’ honorific. He’d always considered them friends, although, like pretty much everyone around here, she was also his doctor and had seen him through a















[image: Start of image description, A black and white photograph of a group of two men and two women, their backs to the camera, walking in a row down a wide, leaf-strewn track through the forest. The bare branches of the surrounding trees arch over their heads. Three of them are wearing woollen bobble hats. A dog rummages in the leaves to their left., end of image description]





[image: Start of image description, A black and white photograph taken from a distance of two fishermen in the river. They are wearing waders and both have rods in their hands. Their figures are silhouetted against the bright water. Beyond them, both banks of the river are covered with thick woodland., end of image description]


























[image: Start of image description, A black and white photograph of a wooded hillside. The bare branches of the trees in the foreground are caught in a shaft of bright sunshine. Behind is a bank of deep shadow and another more distant stripe of bright sunlight, catching the silhouettes of the trees at the top of a far ridge., end of image description]















[image: Start of image description, A black and white photograph of a metal lamppost with an arrow sign attached saying ‘Doctors Surgery’. It stands next to an older, timber lamppost, beside the rough stone wall of a building with rooftiles covered in moss, and a thick hedge and tree. It is dusk and the base of the lampposts are illuminated by the lights of a passing car or the rays of the setting sun., end of image description]




































[image: Start of image description, A black and white photograph of a young boy swinging on a car tyre suspended by a rope from the branch of a tree, its spring leaves sprouting. There are houses and a hillside beyond. The boy is wearing a shirt, jeans and trainers and faces away from the camera. Blurred with movement, a teenager next to him leans in to push the swing. Late-afternoon sun shines through the branches above., end of image description]
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